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A KISS IS STILL A KISS
(Even if the sex is postmodern and the romance problematic)
Oh where, oh where can my baby be? Again the woeful question was being posed in the
room next door by a singer named J. Frank Wilson in a 1964 recording that to this day is
aired on oldies radio stations across the country. The song is a simple tale of teenage tragedy
set to an even simpler melody that for many middle-aged men and women possesses the
force  of  voodoo,  conjuring  up  emotionally  seismic  scenes  from the  past.  In  my  case,  it
invariably brings back the glorious night I attended a house party with N., my new girlfriend. I
was fourteen, infatuated to the point of idiocy, and well into a period of mischief making that
escalated far into adulthood. So when N. said she liked the song, liked it more, really, than
anything she had ever heard in her life, my course was set. I feigned a meander through the
crowd into the room where the phonograph was located and searched through the stack of
records there until I found the one entitled "Last Kiss." Then, glancing from side to side, I
slipped the black 45 inside my shirt. My hands trembled as I refastened a button, and later,
when I told N. of my reckless gesture, my voice crackled with electricity. What a rush it was to
mix unseasoned love and small-time larceny.

Afterward, in the backseat of my friend Dan's '55 Chevy, N. was in a thankful mood, and I was
more than thankful for that and for Dan's generosity as well. Although lacking a date of his
own, he had agreed to cruise the streets for a while so that I might continue to enjoy mine.
With gratitude in such abundant supply and Dan stealing glances in the rearview mirror, N.
and I proceeded to make out. Well, not exactly. I do not know what making out means these
days, but thirty years ago it meant open-mouth clenching, prolonged and strenuous mashing
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and probing that  left  one with a sore jaw and a strained tongue and, as a bonus to the
especially lucky, leechlike bruises on the neck, preferably below the collar line. The joy of
hickeys, be they given or got,  had always escaped me, and the marathon mouth clench,
aside from the novelty of actually touching a girl, felt more like labor than leisure, though at
fourteen I was prepared to welcome any and all favors fortune saw fit to provide.

What fortune provided that night was an initiation into a style of kissing I had not experienced
before, the only style that has interested me since. It happened largely by accident. Awkward
and out of sync at first,  N. and I  somehow found ourselves engaged in a gentle form of
exploration, ever so lightly touching lips to lips, tongue to tongue, lips to skin, opening our
mouths just briefly and only partway, then pulling back before beginning anew, approaching
and  withdrawing  in  a  slow  and  increasingly  graceful  cadence  that  proved  surprisingly
seductive. Unlike the athletic clench, which at best provided all of the enjoyment of a rigorous
workout, this tender, searching form of kissing was highly erotic; everything that N. and I did
bore the mark of restraint, yet my insides were being rearranged, thrillingly so, and that was
the wonder of  it.  By resisting the immature urge to devour each other,  by staying at  the
surface, as it were, we had discovered one of the passports to romantic pleasure.

Evidently it is a passport long in the making, if Surgeon Rear Admiral C. M. Beadnell can be
believed, and I think he can. The Admiral has written that the mouth kiss "probably evolved by
gradual stages from the apposition of face to face which constitutes the kiss among primitive
races."  Beadnell's  use  of  the  word  "primitive,"  implying  here  an  indefensible  cultural
chauvinism, makes one wince, but the overall point is well considered, as are most of his
observations on the subject in his obscure but entertaining The Origin of the Kiss and Other
Scientific Diversions, a thin, pocket-size book published in England in 1942 as Volume 89 of
The Thinker's Library. Beadnell, surely one of the more eccentric thinkers in this or any library,
describes various tropisms (consider how plant roots reach into soil while the branches above
seek light) and "tactisms" (the life-prolonging fusion of paramecia being my favorite example)
to show that the urge within an organism to contact something other than itself is as old as
evolution.  By  the  time  mammals  appeared,  the  urge  had  developed  into  a  repertoire  of
pleasurable and instructive ways one creature might touch another, the desired sensation
being exceptionally acute wherever an exterior membrane is joined to an interior one. "The
mouth is one of such situations," Beadnell notes, "and the rapture of the kiss is to be sought
in terms of the functioning of a highly specialized and erotogenic touch-zone." Without doubt,
Admiral. Everything in my experience confirms this assertion, and I daresay that N., whom I
have not seen since high school, would also agree. Rapture is to be sought at the threshold
where outer meets inner.

Outer meets inner under many conditions, of course, conditions that Beadnell chooses not to
describe, conditions that might not cross the mind of a straight teenage boy with swollen
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testicles and a shriveled notion of sexual expression. Back then I could never imagine that the
landscape of desire would be as broad and varied as it is today, when the context of coupling
may  be  biracial,  homosexual,  interfaith,  interclass,  trans-generational,  international,
extramarital, or even commercial. Still more exotic would have been the idea that the many
ways people enjoy freely given and deeply felt physical intimacy serve the same need--a wish
to be relieved of the crushing weight of solitude, the condition we all hold in common. This, I
think, is a liberating irony of contemporary life. No matter whom we reach out to when we
most want to be embraced by another human being, we reach out in an attempt to overcome
gravity, to take flight. And any winged creature graces the planet.

A further impoverishment of my youth was the all-too-common but enormously misguided
conflation of sex and romance. When I was fourteen, the highly specialized and erotogenic
touch-zone that  exercised the greatest  attraction was not,  in  fact,  the mouth,  despite my
newfound appreciation of kissing, but a "situation" located some distance below. My interest,
having fallen under the dominion of a hormonal tropism I neither comprehended nor was
capable of resisting, was drawn downward, toward the remote austral threshold of female
anatomy, where it remained fixed for many years, as literal and specific as a compass needle,
leading me away, as it happened, from the affection i wanted desperately but feared even
more. So long as I believed that lovemaking was restricted to the swift, frenzied conjunction of
genitals, there was little love to be found or made. Orgasms, sure, plenty of orgasms, but
solitary for the most part, and in all instances bereft of style, intelligence, humor, or any of the
other subtleties that distinguish cultivated human activity from dumb reflex.

Remember the 1945 film To Have and Have Not, with Lauren Bacall and Humphrey Bogart?
Made in an era when sexual desire, if  acknowledged at all,  was usually understated and
always relentlessly conventional, and when nobody appeared disrobed, let alone erotically
engaged,  it  nonetheless  portrays  what  often  is  missing  in  the  tediously  explicit,  climax-
obsessed  movies  of  today:  sophisticated,  playful  romance.  Think  of  the  whistling  scene,
which  takes  place  when the  two  characters,  still  virtual  strangers,  are  beginning  to  lose
themselves in mutual fascination. Bacall has come to Bogart's hotel room to offer him what is
left of her money, which Bogart refuses. She takes a step toward the door while he sits in a
chair smoking a cigarette, amused, it seems, by her unique blend of nonchalance and verve.
She stops short, turns toward him, and, in keeping with the mock-combative dialogue that is
one of the delights of the film, tells him that her interest in him is undiminished. "You don't
have to say anything," she says, bending enticement to make it sound like defiance, "and you
don't have to do anything. Not a thing." She moves farther away, takes the doorknob in her
hand, then turns again. "Oh, maybe just whistle," she says, finally pulling open the door. She
then stops and swings around for the last time. "You know how to whistle, don't you?" Bacall
is now leaning slightly into the room, gazing down on the seated Bogart, her heavy-lidded
eyes at their sultriest, her mouth bent into a taunting quarter-smile. "You just put your lips
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together . . . and blow." She closes the door; she vanishes. My, my.

As much a seduction as a departure, this scene is one of the most memorable ever filmed, its
hold on the imagination owing to a deft use of two very different but parallel thresholds. There
is the doorway itself, which Bacall eroticizes through the choreographed ambivalence of her
movements:  step,  stop,  pivot,  step,  stop,  pivot.  Is  she  leaving? Maybe,  maybe not.  She
teases,  but  not  in  the  conventional  sense,  not  by  revealing  something  that  actually  lies
beyond reach. Rather, she does so by threatening to conceal what she has already made
available, offering herself even as she withdraws, and by the time she actually crosses the
threshold, the bewitchment is so thorough we want to rush after her. Bogart, being thoroughly
Bogartian, does not budge, but his refusal to be moved, a tactic he will not be able to sustain
much longer, only serves to heighten the sexual tension.

Yet another threshold is signaled when Bacall pronounces the word "blow." Try it. The lips,
which must be placed together at the start, open to accommodate the first consonant, then
gradually purse as they deliver the fricative. Try it again, this time in silence. Feels something
like a kiss, does it not? It looks like one too. As she takes her leave, Bacall in effect sends
Bogart a kiss, whistles it to him, a kiss of immense promise, one as inviting as any in the
world. That they remain on opposite sides of the room, their lips apart, amplifies the power of
the gesture. By means of a common verb, spoken with impeccable timing and scotch-like
smoothness, Bacall touches Bogart in a manner more sublime than mere tactism. She gets
under his skin. Anyone searching for proof of telekinesis need look no further.

It  is, in fact, the distance between the two actors that draws attention to the most crucial
aspect of kissing--the kind of invitation it represents, that is, can represent under the right
circumstances. Certainly Bogart's attention is drawn toward Bacall's mouth, most forcefully
when she utters the final provocative syllable. But it is her look as a whole--her eyes and
eyebrows, chin and cheekbones, along with her lips, in concert and in motion--that conducts
the enchantment. The erotically resonant note she strikes as she departs suggests that in its
most refined form kissing is an invitation to explore the further teaches of another human
being, her inwardness, whose complexity and dynamism find expression through the most
public  and  yet  most  intimate  part  of  the  body--the  face.  That  is  the  second,  far  more
significant threshold we approach when we kiss, whomever we kiss, the astonishing sun in
whose mercy we stand. And sometimes nothing is so rapturous as diving headlong into the
flames.

I first saw S. in 1975, at a poetry reading. Though she took no notice of me I was drawn to
her,  much as  a  lost  mariner  might  be drawn to  a  lighthouse and the sudden,  surprising
prospect of deliverance.

Aside from an occasional reference, I will not attempt to describe S.'s face, not because her
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beauty, which is considerable, defies description but because beauty itself defies description,
so diverse are its forms, so divergent its interpreters. We can point to our favorite examples,
certainly, just as we can point to the stars, but when we attempt to render beauty in words
upon  which  all  can  agree,  we  would  do  well  to  speak  of  its  effects,  an  approach  that
implicates the imagination, the occult domain where desire begins and ends. Think of Helen
of Troy, remembered less for the texture of her hair or the shape of her nose than for the
passions she incited and the two enduring poems those passions in turn inspired. When I
speak of S., then, imagine a face that seizes in an instant and captivates for a lifetime, a face
whose power over me has not wavered in twenty years, and this despite enough separations
to sink any ordinary romance many times over. S. may not have launched a thousand ships,
but she and I have weathered what seems like a thousand leave-takings. Less a sustained
partnership than a series of provocations, our affair has been one of arrivals and departures,
a revolving drama in two acts, first and third, staged for the most part in doorways.

It began, as romance must, with an arrival. I arranged to meet S., and in time we overcame
the least obstinate of the distances that exist between a man and a woman, whereupon I
found myself within whispering range, my lips to hers, at the threshold of the terrifying enigma
that is another human being. What did I find there? Light. Bountiful light. Light that entices
and intimidates. The unnameable force that animates all of us does so in S. with exceptional
intensity and fidelity. This is evident in her eyes, which possess not only the color of the sea
but also its character--its hermetic depths, its storms and lulling tranquillities. It is evident as
well in the expressions that play across her face, reminiscent of the enlivening patterns of
sunlight and shadow that quick-moving clouds cast upon an uneven landscape. And it  is
evident in the inflective music of her utterances. Some of us rarely venture beyond middle C
on  the  scale  of  human  emotion,  and  then  only  to  sound  a  single  note.  S.  ranges  and
rearranges with the fluidity, conviction, and improvisational brilliance of a jazz singer.

Forgive me. In celebrating my star I run the risk of insulting others. Surely every woman is a
planet  unto  herself,  with  her  own climate  and  seasons.  Heralded  or  not,  however,  such
aspects lie well beyond the reach of aesthetics, social orthodoxy, or the flimsy rationales we
erect  to  support  our  crazy  enthusiasms,  and  can  only  be  enjoyed  as  temperament  and
passion and circumstance allow.  In  S.  I  have found a  world  that  claims me for  its  own,
christening me native, elevating me to the status of warrior and poet laureate. She owns my
pagan heart. When apart, I miss not only her radiance but the warm, redolent weather of her
skin.  I  yearn  for  her  scent,  her  unadorned  animal  scent,  including,  yes,  the  narcotic
expirations of her mouth. I dream of the ebb and tide of her breath, a chance to sip again the
delicious air that flows from deep inside of her.

If you think I am making too much of this, consider what Rear Admiral Beadnell has to say
about breathing the atmosphere of another human being. Kissing, he asserts, developed from

EBSCOhost http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/delivery?hid=12&sid=c830139...

5 of 10 2/6/11 5:42 AM



the ancient custom of sniffing strangers, an act wary participants could perform only by an
apposition so close that the breath frequently was shared. In some instances, this practice
was amended by the belief that the air one exhales contains an emanation of oneself, the
mana, or individual spirit. Kissing was considered the only unmediated way to mingle souls,
and no manner of lovemaking could be more intimate or more consequential. Beadnell insists
that  this outlook is  still  very much alive--or  at  least  it  was when he conceived his quirky
meditations--in places like Melanesia and Madagascar, but one does not have to travel that
far to find people who believe that a kiss is more than just a kiss. We walk among them every
day. Female prostitutes rarely permit a customer to place his lips on theirs. It is, in fact, the
only  nonviolent  act  between two human beings  that  is  routinely  forbidden in  sex-for-hire
situations. Pressed to account for the prohibition, a prostitute is unlikely to voice concern
about the fate of her soul, but she may well suggest that a kiss bespeaks a degree of regard
so out of character in this particular exchange that it is tantamount to self-betrayal. Either way,
the message is clear: we should be extremely cautious about opening our mouths to others.
Kissing can be dangerous.

A few years ago,  while living in Manhattan,  I  received confirmation of  the mingled maria
theory of kissing. D., a friend, had invited me to accompany her to see a Venezuelan psychic
who was reputed to  be especially  gifted  and who had come to  Brooklyn  for  a  rare  and
much-anticipated visit, and I had accepted, despite my skepticism. But when the scheduled
day arrived I begged off, explaining that I was ill and could not attend the get-together. What I
avoided mentioning was the exact nature of my malaise--I was heartsick. S. and I had only
recently entered another season of separation, and as sometimes happens at the outset of
such periods I had lost my appetite for just about everything. I wanted nothing more than to
drink deep of a bottle of Jack Daniel's while listening to the most godforsaken folk laments I
could find, and that is how I passed that sorrowful Sunday afternoon. I wallowed.

D. later phoned to say that she had asked the psychic whether she "saw" anything pertaining
to my condition at that very moment. Apparently the psychic had the power to see through
walls miles away. She declared that I was feeling poorly not because I had a physical ailment
but because I was possessed, and by a woman. What's more, the woman had taken control
of me through my mouth. Her words. The psychic then prescribed a remedy for exorcising the
fiendish she-demon involving a series of cold showers aimed at the back of my neck and the
ritual burning of a type of candle available only at Santeria stores in the East Village.

I cannot vouch for the effectiveness of the cure, but I can report that an encounter with the
world of ESP, even one as indirect and slight as this, is a sobering experience. Somehow a
woman who made her home in South America had apprehended the mood in my apartment
on Prince Street, and she had decided that I was in great peril. As my head cleared and I
washed off the cumulative stench of self-pity, I  studied myself in the bathroom mirror, my
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mouth in particular. Is this how that scheming temptress Bacall really got inside Bogart? I had
to admit the psychic was right on one account: I was possessed, but willingly and eagerly so.
Passion may now speak many languages, speak openly and proudly for the first time in this
country's history, but it always celebrates the same act--abandonment, losing oneself in the
hope  of  enlarging  oneself.  The  question  that  no  psychic  could  answer  was  whether  the
possession was a curse or a charm. Did I need an exorcism, or did I just need my baby back?

Perhaps you have already guessed that romance holds my attention only if  it  promises a
sizable element of risk, an outlook I might not espouse had I not shipwrecked repeatedly in
the attempt to reach my first great love. But there it is: an approach so well practiced that it
has  become  second  nature.  Or,  if  you  prefer,  an  approach  so  stubbornly  askew  that  it
amounts to a perversity. It is much too late to recalibrate the compass, anyway. Unless the
passage to the lighthouse is  obstructed by shifting shoals and jagged rocks,  I  soon lose
interest, turn about, and continue wandering, an increasingly cranky wretch more at ease with
a  dark,  discomfiting  sea than with  a  comfortable  and well-lit  salvation.  But  this  is  just  a
burlesque way of calling attention to what everyone comes to know sooner or later--that all
love is doomed, because it is capricious but more importantly because all that may claim our
love is doomed. What fortune does not rip from our arms, death steals away. It  is only a
matter of time.

Time, the ultimate imponderable, is so much with us and of us that we are certain we know
what it is until, like St. Augustine, we try to say so. Then there are no words, and no stars to
point toward, either, unless they be ourselves, we who are nostalgic for eternity but reside
uneasily in history, inventing ourselves in terms of its works and workings, forming persistent,
often  obsessive,  occasionally  suicidal  attachments  to  short-lived  things.  If  there  is  any
condition besides solitude that unites us as a species, then, it is the condition of loss, when
our wings fail and our flights from solitude come to an end. To this dilemma Buddhists have
devised the most elegant and spiritually rigorous solution by far: detachment, the renunciation
of desire. Those who can resist grasping things are spared the pain of parting with them. On
the other end of the spectrum are the whole-hog materialists, who specialize in a fraudulent
and inelegant approach: unchecked accumulation. The idea here is to get one's. hands on as
much stuff as possible, to hoard such large quantities of property, power, lovers, or what have
you that all losses are by comparison trivial. Most of us fall between the two extremes; we
strike a bargain, though often without grasping the severity of the terms until the bill comes
due. We lose ourselves to this specific place, occupation, person. We pray for more time, and
a little more still. Then we pay for the pleasure we have received in the hardest currency of
all: anguish.

Oh where, oh where can my baby be? The story in the 1964 recording "Last Kiss" is told from
the perspective of a teenage boy who has borrowed his father's car for an evening with his

EBSCOhost http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/delivery?hid=12&sid=c830139...

7 of 10 2/6/11 5:42 AM



girlfriend. The boy seems distracted, paying closer attention to his date than to his driving. On
the road ahead another car is stalled, but he notices too late to avoid a collision, and the girl
is mortally injured. As she lies bleeding in-the boy's arms, the two young lovers place their lips
together in the most intimate farewell imaginable. Her dying breath becomes their final kiss
and his lifelong torment. Those of us who enjoyed this song when we were roughly the same
age as its protagonists may now smile at its crude sentimentality, but at its heart lies one the
great mysteries of the universe--that a person who is vividly present one moment can be
irretrievably absent the next. Where, indeed, do they go? Perhaps more to the point, where
are we who are left behind? history that consumes the

This is my answer: We are condemned to a very hearts that set history in motion. In Another
Way  of  Telling,  a  collaboration  with.  the  photographer  Jean  Mohr,  John  Berger  wrote  in
related terms about a photograph entitled "A Red Hussar Leaving, June 1919, Budapest," by
Andre Kertesz. In the picture a Hungarian soldier is bidding his wife and child good-bye; he is
going off to war, very possibly to his death. Berger notes in particular the contrast between
the historical context of the leave-taking from the uniforms and railroad station visible in the
scene to the disastrous events then taking place in Eastern Europe--and the shared gaze of
the couple, which is exclusive in the extreme, a denial, brief but resolute, of everything in the
world save themselves, and most especially of the forces tearing them apart. "The woman
and the soldier are looking at each other so that the image of what is now shall remain for
them," Berger comments. "In this look their being is opposed to their history." How distant in
tone is this departure from the one Bacall staged in Bogart's hotel room. Yet who can doubt
that the characters in that film, were their affair to deepen, would not one day exchange the
same look as the Hungarian couple? Anyone who loves passionately will  experience the
opposition between being and history at least once in a lifetime, and probably more often than
that.

None of the separations S. and I have experienced was due to a violent car wreck, to be sure,
or to the grim exigencies of war, though a couple of them felt that way. I do not mean to
suggest that watching a loved one walk out the door is equivalent to watching her step over
the threshold beyond which there is no prospect of return, but I will wager that few of us have
failed to hear the echoes of mortality that accompany certain departures. Every leave-taking
is  a  reminder  that  nothing  lasts.  A romance  like  ours,  in  which  absence  and  presence
alternate like night and day, allows little opportunity to forget this fact, and that is the most
notable  difference  between  an  affair  of  such  starkly  defined  seasons  and  conventional
arrangements, in which the temperature fluctuates less widely and the cadence is harder to
detect. Essentially all love is made on the verge of departure. It always has been. Today,
however,  many  more  people  than  ever  find  themselves  in  decidedly  unconventional
arrangements, living under separate roofs, on opposite coasts, with different lovers at various
times,  and for  us the domestic  symbol  of  modem romance is  not  the marital  bed or  the
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kitchen table or the family room but the doorway. Whatever permanence we may find comes
by embracing the transient, a paradox that we somehow must make our own. If there is a
tragedy in this it is not that we die unto each other, or that we actually die, but that we act as if
this were not the way of the world. Nothing is more contrary to romance than the presumption
of constancy.

But to face up to the inevitability of loss does not require that we submit to it without protest.
"Rage,  rage,"  advised  Dylan  Thomas  in  his  well-known  poem about  his  dying  father,  a
prescription a great deal more to my liking than cold showers and purifying candles, and
cause enough to turn away any healer or spiritual huckster who might further darken my own
deathbed with enfeebling nostrums about natural processes or divine will. To hell with Nature
and to hell with God, too. I want a defiant, drunk-on-life songsmith to utter the last sounds to
reach my ears. I want someone who appreciates the black gulf between all that I might have
been and the little that actually was, who recognizes that the soul cannot range freely, cannot
realize more than a particle of itself in the hopelessly cramped field that is a single existence,
someone who knows from long experience that the best solace for the unfinished, untidy
business of being human is the company of another human being. I want S. Then as now.
Now until nightfall.

Oh where, oh where can my baby be? To my immense surprise she stands in the doorway,
electrifying the short  distance that still  remains. "Did you miss me?" Miss her? I  whistled
myself silly. This time we wandered so far apart that I lost sight of S., and she me. Yet I am
once again looking upon her luminous face, a face whose youthful innocence is yielding to a
seasoned beauty that is all the more enthralling, a beauty now abandoned to me, grace upon
the lost and rudderless, life-giving breath unto an unworthy wretch.

We  draw  near.  Our  lips  touch,  a  first  kiss,  first  among  many  firsts  and  deepened
immeasurably by all of the farewell kisses that have preceded it and resonate within it. Beat
after beat after beat. However our partings may have come about, they have given this affair
an  unusually  robust  pulse.  They  have  taught  me that  passionate  love  endures  only  if  it
continually transforms itself, that transformation is achieved through the rapture of arrival, and
that  there  is  no  arrival  without  a  departure  of  one  sort  or  another.  More  than  anything,
romance is rhythm. We exhale so as to inhale again. We withdraw so as to approach anew.

~~~~~~~~
By Edwin Dobb

Edwin  Dobb's  last  piece  for  Harper's  Magazine,  "Without  Earth  There  Is  No  Heaven,"
appeared in the February 1995 issue. He lives in Butte, Montana.
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