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1. Numbers



As a child I thought about numbers a great deal. The memories we have of single thoughts and actions we had in the first few years of life are very clear cut: they provide the first opportunities for self-awareness, whereas events shared with other people can never be isolated from the feelings (of admiration, fear, love or loathing) that those others inspire in us, feelings which, as children, we are far less able to identify or even understand. I, therefore, have particularly vivid memories of the thoughts which steered me into scrupulous counting exercises every evening before I went to sleep. Shortly after my brother was born (when I was three and a half), my family moved into a new apartment. For the first few years that we lived there, my bed was in the largest room, facing the door. I would lie staring at the light which came across the corridor from the kitchen where my mother and grandmother were still busying themselves, and I could never get to sleep until I had visualised these numerical problems one after the other. One of these problems related to the question of having several husbands. Not the possibility of the situation arising, which seems to have been accepted, but on the circumstances themselves. Could a woman have several husbands at the same time, or only one after the other? In which case, how long did she have to stay married to each one before she could change? What would be an ‘acceptable’ number of husbands: a few, say five or six, or many more than that, countless husbands? How would I go about it when I grew up?

As the years went by, counting husbands was substituted for counting children. I imagine that, finding myself under the seductive spell of some identified man (in turns, a film star, a first cousin, etc.) and focusing my wandering thoughts on his features, I perhaps felt less uncertainty about the future. I could envisage in more concrete terms my life as a married young woman, and therefore the presence of children. More or less the same questions were raised again: was six the most ‘acceptable’ number or could you have more? What sort of age gap should there be between them? And then there was the ratio of girls to boys.

I cannot think back to these ideas without connecting them to other obsessions which preoccupied me at the same time. I had established a relationship with God which meant that every evening I had to think about what he was going to eat, so that the enumeration of the various dishes and glasses of water which I offered him mentally – fussing over the size of the helpings, the rate at which they were served, etc. – alternated with the interrogations into the extent to which my future life would be filled with husbands and children. I was very religious, and it could well be that my confused perception of the identities of God and his son favoured my inclination to counting. God was the thundering voice which brought men back into line without revealing himself to them. But I had been taught that he was also, and simultaneously, the naked baby made of pink plaster which I put into the Christmas crib every year, the suffering man nailed to the crucifix before which we prayed – even though both of them were actually his son – as well as a sort of ghost called the Holy Spirit. Of course, I knew perfectly well that Joseph was Mary’s husband, and that Jesus, even though he was both God and the son of God, called him ‘Father’. The Virgin was indeed the mother of the Christ child, but there were times when she was referred to as his daughter.

When I was old enough to go to Sunday school, I asked to speak to the priest one day. The problem I laid before him was this: I wanted to become a nun, to be a ‘bride of Christ’, and to become a missionary in an Africa seething with destitute peoples, but I also wanted to have husbands and children. The priest was a laconic man, and he cut short the conversation, believing that my concerns were premature.

Until the idea of this book came to me I had never really thought about my sexuality very much. I did, however, realise that I had had multiple partners early on which is unusual, especially for girls, or it certainly was in the milieu in which I was brought up. I lost my virginity when I was eighteen – which is not especially early – but I had group sex for the first time in the weeks immediately after my deflowering. On that occasion I was obviously not the one who took the initiative in the situation, but I was the one who precipitated it – something I still cannot explain to myself. I have always thought that circumstances just happened to mean that I met men who liked to make love in groups or liked to watch their partners making love with other men, and the only reaction I had (being naturally open to new experiences and seeing no moral obstacle) was to adapt willingly to their ways. But I have never drawn any theory from this, and I have therefore never been militant about it.

There were five of us, three boys and two girls, and we were finishing our lunch in a garden on a hill above Lyon. I had come to see a young man I’d met recently while staying in London, and I had taken advantage of the fact that a friend’s boyfriend, André (who was from Lyon himself), was driving down from Paris. On the way, when I asked if we could stop so that I could have a quick pee, André came and watched me and stroked me as I squatted. It was not an unpleasant situation but it did make me feel slightly ashamed, and it was perhaps at that precise moment that I learned to side-step my embarrassment by burying my head between his legs and taking his cock in my mouth. When we reached Lyon, I stayed with André and we went to stay with some friends of his, a boy called Ringo who lived with an older woman whose house it was. The latter was away, and the boys had made the most of this and organised a little party. Another boy came and brought a girl, a tall, lanky tomboy with very short, coarse hair.

It was in June or July, it was hot and somebody suggested that we should all take our clothes off and jump into the big pond. I heard André’s voice saying his girlfriend wouldn’t be bashful in coming forwards, and his words sounded a little muffled because I did indeed already have my T-shirt over my head. I forget when and why I stopped wearing underwear (even though as soon as I was thirteen or fourteen my mother had made me wear an underwired bra and a panty girdle on the pretext that a woman ‘should be held in place’). In any event, I was naked almost immediately. The other girl started getting undressed too, but in the end no one went in the water. The garden was exposed; and that is probably why the next set of images that come back to me are in a bedroom, me nestled in a tall, cast iron bed, all I can see through the metal bars are the brightly lit walls, aware of the other girl lying on a divan in one corner of the room. André fucked me first, quite slowly and calmly as was his manner. Then he stopped abruptly. I was overcome with an ineffable feeling of anxiety, just long enough to see him moving away, walking slowly, his back arched, towards the other girl. Ringo came and took his place on top of me, while the third boy, who was more reserved and spoke less than the other two, rested on one elbow beside us and ran his hand over my upper body. Ringo’s body was very different from André’s and I liked it better. He was taller, more wiry, and Ringo was one of those men who isolate the action of the pelvis from the rest of the body, who hammer without smothering, supporting their torso on their arms. But André seemed more mature to me (he was in fact older and had served in Algeria), his flesh was not so spare, he already had less hair, and I liked going to sleep cuddled up next to him with my buttocks against his belly, telling him we were a perfect fit. Ringo withdrew and the one who had been watching and stroking me took his turn even though I had been resisting a terrible urge to urinate for some time. I had to go. The shy boy was piqued. When I came back he was with the other girl. I no longer remember whether it was André or Ringo who took the precaution of telling me that the shy boy had only gone to ‘finish off’ with her.

I stayed in Lyon for about two weeks. My friends worked during the day and I spent my afternoons with the student I had met in London. When his parents were out, I lay down on his cabin bed and he would lie down on top of me, and I had to be careful not to knock my head against the shelves. I was still inexperienced but I regarded him as still more of a novice than myself from the way he furtively slid his still slightly limp cock into my vagina, and the way he so quickly slumped his face down onto my neck. He must have been sufficiently preoccupied with what a woman’s reaction might and should be to ask me whether the sperm projecting onto the walls of the vagina produced a specific sensation of pleasure. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t feel his penetration that distinctly, whereas I certainly can distinguish a viscous little puddle spreading inside me! ‘Really, that’s strange, no special feeling?’ ‘No, nothing at all.’ He worried more than I did.

The little gang would come and wait for me late in the afternoon at the end of the road. They were happy and playful, and, spotting them one day, the student’s father said with a cordial note in his voice that I must be a hell of girl to have all these boys at my disposal. In fact, I had given up counting. I had completely forgotten my childhood investigation into the permitted number of husbands. I was not a ‘collector’, and I thought that the boys and girls that I saw at parties mauling and being mauled, and mouth-to-mouth kissing until their breath gave out with as many people as possible so that they could boast about it the next day, were somehow offensive. I was happy simply to discover that the delicious giddiness I felt at the ineffably soft touch of a stranger’s lips, or when a hand fitted itself over my pubis, could be experienced an indefinite number of times because the world was full of men predisposed to do just that. Nothing else really mattered. I had nearly lost my virginity earlier to a boy I had met who made quite an impression on me. He had a slightly drooping face, huge lips and very black hair. No arm or hand had ever covered so much of my body surface as when I lay trapped by the sweater he had pulled up over my head and the sides of my knickers that he held taut across my groin. That was the first time that I had felt myself to be in the grip of pleasure. The boy asked me, did I ‘want more’. I had no idea what that might mean, because I couldn’t see what ‘more’ I could possibly have. In fact, I brought the session to an end and, even though I continued this flirtation, meeting up with him regularly in the holidays, I never thought to take it further. Neither was I particularly taken with the idea of ‘going out with’ someone – or with several people. I fell in love twice and with both men any physical relationship immediately became impossible: the first one had just got married and, anyway, showed no interest in me at all, the second lived a long way away. I therefore had little desire to hook up with a boyfriend. The student was too bland, André was as good as engaged to my friend, and Ringo had a long-term partner. And in Paris I had the friend I had made love to first, Claude, and he seemed to be in love with a bourgeois girl who could utter such poetic sentences as ‘touch my breasts, they’re so soft this evening’, without letting him go any further. This example had quickly, if rather confusingly, taught me that I could not be classed as a great seductress, and that my place in the world was therefore not so much amongst the women, facing the men, but alongside the men. Put simply, there was nothing to stop me constantly renewing the experience of tasting a different saliva every time, and blindly feeling with my hand for a form that would always be unexpected, a surprise. Claude had a beautiful dick, it was straight and well-proportioned, and the memory I have of those very first couplings is a feeling of fullness, heaviness as though all of me had been stiffened and filled. When André unzipped in front of my face, I was amazed to find something smaller, and more malleable, because, unlike Claude, he was not circumcised. A dick which is constantly exposed demands to be looked at, it provokes sexual excitement with its smooth monolithic contours, whereas the foreskin that you can play back and forth, uncovering the glans like a great bubble forming on the surface of soapy water, elicits a more subtle sensuality, its suppleness bending in waves to the partner’s orifice. Ringo’s dick was more like Claude’s, the shy boy’s more like André’s, the student’s belonged to a category that I would recognise later, those which, although not necessarily larger, are covered in a thicker outer layer, making them feel immediately more substantial in the hand. I discovered that every kind of dick required different movement, different behaviour from me. And just as every time I had to adapt to another kind of skin, another complexion, different degrees of hairiness, different amounts of muscle tone (it goes without saying, for example, that not only do you hold on to the torso above you in a different way if it is smooth as a stone or filled out with the beginnings of a bosom or obscuring your view with a thatch of hair, but also that these images do not have the same resonance in your imagination. As a result, with retrospect, I seem to have been more submissive with the clean cut or slightly rugged bodies that I perceived as truly male, whereas I took more initiative with heavier bodies that I feminised, however big they may have been), by the same token, the constitution of each body seemed to induce its own stances.

I have pleasant memories of a very wiry body with a slender shaft which rammed into my arse as I offered it up into the air, thrusting in a series of jerks, and as if from a distance without any other part of my body really being touched, apart from my hips held in his hands; conversely, I didn’t like it – not that I ever tried to get away – when fatter men, to whom I was nevertheless attracted, covered me too fully and, matching their behaviour to their corpulence, they tended to give smoochy kisses and to lick my face. In short, I entered my adult sexual life in the same way that, as a child, I went into the tunnel on the ghost train, blindly and for the pleasure of being jostled about and grabbed as chance would have it. Or, you could say, swallowed up by it as a frog is by a snake.

A few days after I got back to Paris, André sent me a letter to warn me, tactfully, that we all had the clap. My mother was the one who opened the envelope. I was sent to the doctor and banned from going out. But from then on my own sense of propriety, which had become extremely intransigent, no longer tolerated the fact that I lived with my parents now that they could imagine me in the act of making love. I ran away from home, they brought me back; eventually, I left for good to go and live with Claude. The clap had been my baptism; after that, for many years, I lived in mortal terror of that scissoring pain even though it struck me as being nothing more than a distinguishing sign, the shared fate of those who fuck a lot.

‘Like a nut in its shell’

In the biggest orgies in which I participated, from that time on, there could be up to about 150 people (they did not all fuck, some had come to watch), and I would deal with the sex machines of around a quarter or a fifth of them in all the available ways: in my hands, my mouth, my cunt and my arse. Sometimes I would exchanges kisses and caresses with women, but that was always less important. In the clubs, the proportion was far more variable depending, obviously, on the clientele but also on the customs of each place – I will come back to that. It would be much more difficult to make an estimate of the evenings spent in the Bois de Boulogne: should I count only the men that I sucked off with my head squashed next to their steering wheels, or those with whom I took the time to get undressed in the cabins of their trucks, and ignore the relay of faceless bodies behind the car doors, one hand manically rubbing up and down their cocks in diverse stages of erection, while the other hand dived into the open car window to energetically knead my breasts? Today, I can account for forty-nine men whose sexual organs have penetrated mine and to whom I can attribute a name or, at least, in a few cases, an identity. But I cannot put a number on those that blur into anonymity. In the situations I am describing here, and even if there were people I knew or recognised at an orgy, the confused succession of embraces and couplings was such that if I could distinguish individual bodies, or at least their attributes, I could not always distinguish the people themselves. And even when I refer to the attributes, I have to admit that I did not always have access to all of them; some exchanges are very ephemeral and, if I recognised a woman by the softness of her lips, I would not necessarily recognise her touch which could be fiercely energetic. Sometimes, I would only realise after the fact that I had been fondling a transvestite. I was abandoned to a hydra. Until, that is, Éric broke away from the group to prize me out of it, in his own words, ‘like a nut from its shell’.

I met Éric when I was twenty-one, not before his existence had been ‘announced’ to me; some mutual friends had frequently assured me that, given my predispositions, he was just right for me. After the holiday in Lyon I had continued having group sex with Claude. With Éric, the regime intensified, not only because he took me to places where I could, as I have just shown, make myself available to an incalculable number of hands and penises, but more particularly because the sessions were well organised. To my way of thinking, there has always been a clear-cut difference between, on the one hand, the more or less improvised situations which lead a group of people to redistribute themselves amongst the beds and sofas after a dinner, or which induce an excited gang of friends to drive around the porte Dauphine in their car until they make contact with other cars and all the passengers end up intermingling in a large apartment, and, on the other hand, the soirées curated by Éric and his friends. I preferred the inflexible sequence of the latter, and their exclusive goal: there was no rush and no tension: there were no outside factors (alcohol, demonstrative behaviour…) to impede the flow mechanics of bodies. Their comings and goings never strayed from their insect-like determination.

Victor’s birthday parties impressed me the most. At the entrance to his property there were guards with dogs, talking into walkie-talkies, and I was intimidated by the crowds of people. Some women had dressed for the occasion, they wore transparent blouses or dresses, I was envious of them, and as people arrived and met up, sipping their champagne, I stood to one side. In fact, I only really relaxed once I had removed my dress or my trousers. My true clothing was my nudity, which shielded me.

I was amused by the architecture of the place because it was similar to the dècor of a then very fashionable boutique on the boulevard Saint-Germain, called the ‘Gaminerie’. It was, on a larger scale than the boutique, a cave, with its attendant cells, fashioned in white stucco. This ‘grotto’ was underground and its only source of light came from the bottom of a swimming pool on the floor above. Through a pane of glass which formed a sort of vast television screen, we could see the succession of bodies diving in from the upper floor. I am describing a place in which I have never moved through a great deal. The scale of things had changed around me, but my situation was not very different from what it had been the first time, with my friends in Lyon. Éric would settle me on a bed or a sofa in one of the alcoves, respecting some vague custom by taking the initiative to undress me and put me on display. He might start to rub me and to kiss me but then would immediately hand me over to others. I would almost always stay on my back, perhaps because the other most common position, in which the woman actively straddles the man’s pelvis, is less adapted to intervention from several participants and, anyway, implies a more personal relationship between the partners. On my back, I could be stroked by several men while one of them, rearing up to make room and see what he was doing, would get going in my vagina. I was tugged and nibbled in several places at once; one hand rubbing insistently round the available part of my pubis, another one skimming broadly across my entire torso or choosing to provoke my nipples… More than the penetrations, I took pleasure in this caressing, and in particular when it was a penis that was trailed over the entire surface of my face or a glans that rubbed against my breasts. I liked to catch one in my mouth as it passed by, running my lips up and down it while another came and begged attention on the other side of my outstretched neck, before turning my head to take the newcomer. Or having one in my mouth and one in my hand. My body opened up more under the effects of this kind of stroking, which was relatively brief and could be renewed again and again, than in penetration itself. On that subject, what I remember most is the stiffness between my legs after being pinioned sometimes for four hours, especially as many men tend to keep the woman’s thighs spread well apart, to make the most of the view and to penetrate further. When I was left to rest, I would become aware that my vagina was gorged. It was a pleasure feeling its walls stiffened, heavy, slightly painful, in their own way bearing the imprint of all the members that had touched base there.

The position of the active spider in the middle of her web suited me well. Once – and this was not at Victor’s house but in a sauna at the place Clichy – I hardly left the depths of a big armchair the whole evening, even though there was a huge bed in the middle of the room. With my head on a level with the dicks that made themselves available, I could suck at one while, with my hands on the arm rests, I jerked off two more at the same time. My legs were lifted up very high and, one after another, those who had become sufficiently aroused, followed through in my cunt.

I sweat very little but sometimes I was drenched in my partners’ sweat. There would also be threads of sperm that dried along the tops of my thighs, sometimes on my breasts or my face, even in my hair, and men who are into orgies really like shooting their load in a cunt that’s already lined with cum. From time to time, on the pretext of going to the toilet, I would manage to extricate myself from the group and go to wash. Victor’s house had a bathroom with a bluish light which was clear enough without being violent. A mirror took up the entire wall above the bath, and the deep, hazy image it reflected softened the atmosphere still further. I saw my body in it, and was amazed to see that it was smaller, slimmer than it had felt a few moments earlier. In there, more gentle exchanges took place. There was always someone there to compliment me on my olive skin or on the savoir faire I demonstrated with my mouth – very different as when, buried under bodies, I could hear, as if from a long way away, a conversation about myself, rather like a sleeping patient making out the doctor’s and the interns’ comments as they made their rounds of the beds.

A jet of water on my open, replete pussy. But few were the times when a man who had also come there for a pause did not make the most of the moment when I squatted over the bidet to jiggle his softened but always willing dick against my lips. And quite often, scarcely freshened up, I would stand and put my hands on the washbasin, offering my vulva to increasingly firm pressure from an organ that eventually managed to deliver a few thrusts. One of my favourite delights is the pleasure given by an organ that slips between the labia like that and then affirms itself there, progressively separating them, before burying itself in what I have had plenty of time to establish is an eagerly accommodating space.

I have never had to suffer any kind of clumsiness or brutality, and I have been lucky with the attentiveness of my partners. If I was tired or the position was becoming uncomfortable, I only had to let it be known, often using Éric as my intermediary because he was never far away, and I would be left to rest or to get up. In fact, the unforced kindness, almost amounting to indifference, which surrounded me at orgies perfectly suited me as I was then, young and awkward in my relationships with other people. The population in the Bois was more mixed – socially, too – and I think that there I probably sometimes came across men who were even more shy than myself. I saw little of their faces, but I would catch some of them looking at me with something approaching caution in their eyes, or even amazement. There were the regulars who knew the place well and would briefly take the initiative in organising the goings on, and there were the more furtive ones, and there were also those who watched, without joining in. Even though the venue and the participants changed from time to time, and Éric made it his job to find new permutations – with me always following a little apprehensively – what paradoxically gave me pleasure was identifying familiar feelings in unusual circumstances.

One particular episode was full of contrasts. I had found a space on one of those concrete benches with a really rough, grainy surface. A group had formed: I had the groins of three or four men around my head, wanting me to take them in my mouth, but I could also catch glimpses of the pale hands of the outer circle as they traced their rhythmic action on their dicks in the darkness, like coiled springs quivering to the touch. Behind them there were a few more shadows looking on. Just as someone was beginning to lift up my clothes, we heard the graunching sound of a car crash. I was left alone. We were in one of those little clumps of trees planted along the boulevard de l’Amiral-Bruix near the porte Maillot. I waited a moment and then went and joined the group in the clearing between the hedges. A Mini had run straight into one of the bollards down the centre of the avenue. Someone said there was a young woman inside. A crazed little dog was running up and down. The bulb inside the bollard and the car headlights were still on, creating a strange blend of yellow and white light. We must have heard the sirens of the emergency services quite soon, because I went back to the bench. As if the space inside the little copse had been elastic, the circle formed again and the actors picked up the scene where it had been interrupted. A few words were exchanged; the sight of the accident suddenly reinforced what had been a tacit link between us, and there I was back with my ephemeral little community, completely at one with its focused and very unusual activity.

I liked slipping into the rare snatches of conversation and the more ordinary gestures and positions which, in the Bois, both tempered and highlighted the more extraordinary encounters. One evening when the porte Dauphine was virtually deserted, our car headlights picked out two very tall black men standing on the edge of the pavement. They looked as if they were lost or waiting, in this desolate backwater, for an improbable bus. They lead us to a place nearby, to a little attic room. The room and the bed were both narrow. They took me one after the other. While one was on top of me, the other sat on the corner of the bed and made no attempt to join in. He just watched. They made big slow movements and had long cocks like I’d never seen before, not too thick and able to penetrate very far without my having to spread my legs too wide. They were like twins. Two gentle unhurried couplings in a row. They touched me with a sort of precision and in return I revelled in the vast skin surface that they presented to me. I really think that, that particular time, I took the time to feel each stroke of their patient penetration. While I was getting dressed they chatted to Éric about the Bois de Boulogne and about their work as cooks. As we left they thanked me with all the sincerity of polite hosts, and my memory of them is full of affection.

At Chez Aimé, relations between people were not so civil. ‘Aimé’ was a very popular swingers club to which people came from very far away, even from abroad. Years after it had closed, I still marvelled like an awestruck schoolgirl when Éric listed the famous people – the film stars, singers, sports personalities and businessmen – I might have met there without actually opening my eyes enough to recognise them. During the time that we went there, a film which parodied some aspects of sexual liberation came out. One scene took place in a club which looked like Chez Aimé; it showed a group of men thronging round a table. There was a woman lying on the table, but all you could see were her legs, in high boots, jiggling comically over their heads. Because those sort of boots were in fashion at the time, and I wore them, and even tended to keep them on when I didn’t have a stitch of clothing on because they were difficult to remove, and because I must have brandished them in the air like that more than once as I lay on a table, I had the vanity to think that it might well be my minimal attire and my waving in the air that had fired the director’s imagination.

The pleasure that I felt as I succumbed to a long session at Chez Aimé with my buttocks parked on the edge of a big wooden table and the overhead light hanging down over my torso as if I were some sort of board-game, is equalled only by my loathing for the journey there. It was a long way from Paris; you had to drive through the sinister darkness of the Bois de Fausses-Reposes at Ville-d’Avray, and then you had to find the house at the bottom of a skimpy garden which looked like something from the suburbs of my childhood. Éric never gave me any warning of the evening’s agenda because I think he drew some of his satisfaction from elaborating it with surprises; it was his own way of creating weird and wonderful situations. Anyway, I played along by asking no questions. Even so, when I gathered that we were heading there, I would worry not only at the thought of all the strangers who would soon be forcing me to wake up to where I was, but also in anticipation of the energy I would have to expend. It was a feeling not unlike that one gets before giving a conference, when I know I will have to be completely focused on what I am saying while in the hands of my listeners. In fact, both the men met in those situations and the audiences plunged in darkness are faceless and, miraculously, in between the anxiety of anticipation and the weariness at the end, you are perfectly unaware of your own exhaustion.

You went in through the bar – I don’t remember ever actually being taken in there (even though feeling my pussy against the moleskin of a barstool with my flattened buttocks lending themselves to furtive fondling belongs to my very oldest fantasies). I’m not sure I even paid much attention to what was going on around me, to the few women perched by the bar whose buttocks and thatches passers-by certainly did play with. My place was in one of the back rooms, lying – as I have said – on a table. The walls were bare, there was no seating, there was nothing in these rooms except for the rough-hewn tables and ceilings lights. So I could stay there two or three hours. Always the same configuration: hands running over my body, me grabbing at cocks, turning my head from left to right to suck, while other cocks rammed my belly. Twenty could take it in turns in an evening. That position, the woman on her back with her pubis on a level with the man’s as he stands squarely on the ground, is one of the most comfortable I know. The vulva is well opened, the man in just the right place to thrust horizontally and strike deeply without stopping. It makes for vigorous and precise fucks. I was sometimes set upon so violently that I had to hold onto the ends of the table with both my hands and for a long time I bore the scar of a little gash above my coccyx, where my spine had rubbed against the rough wood.

In the end Aimé closed. We went one last time; the place was deserted and Aimé himself, his bulk hovering behind the bar, was quietly getting at his wife. He had been summoned by the police. He was angry with her because she had persuaded us not to come back later.

That evening we ended up at Les Glycines, my first visit to a place that seemed enchanting. Claude, a friend called Henri and me made the most amicable trio. Henri lived in a tiny apartment on the rue de Chazel facing the pale roughcast surface of a high garden wall which hid a large private house. Because it was on the way, Claude and I used to stop off with Henri on our way home from our Sunday visit to our parents. The three of us would fuck together, both boys inside me at once, one in my mouth the other up my arse or my cunt, under the playful auspices of one of Martin Barré’s loveliest paintings; we called it ‘Spaghetti’ and it had been given to Henri by the artist himself. Afterwards we would look out of the window, watching the comings and goings at Les Glycines. Henri had heard that the club was used by film stars, and sometimes we would think we’d recognized someone. We were just kids, the best kind of gawpers, fascinated and amused by this secret activity which we didn’t even try to imagine, and actually more excited by the sight of things completely inaccessible to us: the swanky cars dropping people off, the classy deportment of the silhouettes who stepped out of them. When I went through the porch a few years later, I knew instantly that I preferred Chez Aimé’s spare style.

We went up a little gravel path blocked by a group of Japanese visitors who had actually been refused entry by the air-hostess-like girl on the door. The latter asked to see my Social Security card. Not in regular employment, I did not possess one, and even on the occasions when I was able to produce a payslip I would still be in the wrong because, even today, whenever confronted by a women taller than me I turn into an awkward child. We did go in, all the same. It was lit up like a dining room, there were a lot of people, lying naked on mattresses on the floor, and what unsettled me even more than the threat of the ‘employment officer’ was that people were telling jokes. A woman with very pale skin, no make-up and tousled hair which still had the vestiges of the same French pleat as the hostess, was making everyone roar with laughter because her little boy ‘really wanted to come with her this evening’. I can see Éric, who was always very practical, working his way along the skirting board looking for a power point, because we had managed to arrange a swap with a couple and it would have been nicer to dim the lights. There were little waitresses navigating between the bodies, holding aloft trays of champagne in flutes; one of them caught her foot in the electric cable and switched the light back on. She even accompanied the act with a loud ‘shit’. After that, I don’t recall us waiting for me to extract even the scantiest bodily emission.

Apart from in the Bois – even there, as we’ve seen, even there! – you don’t mix with people until you have greeted them first, until you have respected a transitional moment in which a few words are exchanged, where each person maintains just the time and space between themselves and the others to offer them a glass or hand them an ashtray. I always wanted to abolish this suspense, but there were some rituals that I tolerated better than others. Armand used to make me laugh because, while everyone else was still at the chatting stage, he would strip completely naked, a few minutes ahead of all the others, and would fold his clothes as carefully as a butler. Or I would comply with what I thought was a stupid policy of one group who would not swing until they had dined, always in the same restaurant, like an old school reunion; and what made their evening was to ‘de-knicker’ or ‘de-tight’ one of the women in their party while the waiter was going round the table. On the other hand, I thought it was obscene to tell salacious stories at an orgy. Was it because I instinctively made a distinction between the playlets presented as a prelude to a play – the better to prepare you for it – and the play-acting which serves only to delay it? The acts performed in the one are never performed in the other where they really would be ‘out of place’.

Even if I have kept some of the reflexes of a practising Catholic to this day (secretly making the sign of the cross if I’m afraid something is going to happen, feeling watched as soon as I know I have done something wrong or made a mistake …), I can no longer really pretend that I believe in God. It’s quite possible that I lost this belief when I started having sexual relationships. Finding myself vacant, then, with no other mission to fulfil, I grew into a rather passive woman, having no goal other than those that other people set for me. I am more than dependable in my pursuit of these aims; if life went on for ever, I would pursue them for all eternity, given that I did not define them myself. It is in this spirit that I have never wavered in the job I was given (a long time ago now) publishing Art Press. I was involved in its creation, and I have dedicated myself to the work sufficiently to have been to some extent identified with it, but I feel more like a driver who must stick to the rails than a guide who knows where the port is. I’ve fucked in the same way. As I was completely available, I sought no more ideals in love than I did in my professional life, I was seen as someone who had no taboos, someone exceptionally uninhibited, and I had no reason not to fill this role. My memories of orgies, of evenings spent at the Bois or with one of my lover-friends are interlinked like the rooms in a Japanese palace. You think you are in a closed room, until one of the partitions slides back, revealing a succession of other rooms, and if you step forward more partitions open and close, and if the rooms themselves are numerous, the ways of passing from one to the other are infinite.

But trips to swingers’ clubs hold little place in these memories. Chez Aimé was a different story: it was the very cradle of fucking. And I have remembered the disappointment of Les Glycines because it was the exemplary realisation of a dream I had carried with me since adolescence. Perhaps it is because my memory is chiefly visual and I remember more, for example, of Cleopatra – a club opened by some former customers of Chez Aimé – its extravagant setting in the middle of a shopping centre in the 13th arrondissement – than its neat decor and the activities to which I abandoned myself there; when all is said and done quite banal. On the other hand, other places and other events are so vivid that I could almost file them by theme.

There would be the image of a lively queue of cars, led by our own. And, as we are going up the service road on the Avenue Foch, I have an urgent need to pee. Four or five cars brake behind us. As I get out and run over the strip of grass to squat next to a tree, car doors start to open; a few people, misunderstanding my manoeuvre, come over towards me. Éric rushes over to intercede, the place is open and very well lit. I get back into the car and the cortège sets off again. The car park at the porte de Saint-Cloud: suddenly the attendant sees fifteen or so cars diving into the tunnel one after the other, then surfacing again, in exactly the same order, an hour later. During that hour, I am taken by about thirty men, first of all several of them hold me up against a wall, and then they lay me on the car bonnet. Sometimes the script is complicated by the fact that we have to shake off a few cars on the way. The drivers agree on a destination, a line of cars forms up, and is spotted by others who join it, but then the file is too long and it is wiser to limit the number of participants. One night we drove around for such a long time that it felt like the beginning of a journey. One driver knew of a place, and then he admitted that he was no longer sure of the way. Through the rear windscreen I could see the pairs of headlights behind us navigating left and right, disappearing and reappearing. There were several stops, and several discussions, and eventually – on the terraces of a sports stadium somewhere in Vèlizy-Villacoublay – I had the pleasure of the patient pricks of those who had not got lost along the way.

Drifting could have been another theme. Cars trundle along, stop, set off again, brake abruptly like remote-control toys. Little ploy at the porte Dauphine: we eye each other up from one car to the next and the password seems to be ‘do you have a place?’ So some cars leave the circle and we start on a sort of chase to an unknown address. Once, and it’s true it was only once, the search goes on a bit too long and we end up doing something foolish. I am with a group of friends who don’t know the Bois very well; there are six of us squashed into a Renault and we’re getting ready to go home after driving round in circles. We spot two or three cars down one of the many roads, we park alongside them and I, the brave and boastful little soldier going ahead in the name of all the others waiting behind me, go and give a blow job to the driver of the car behind us. As luck would have it, two policemen come and take up positions in front of me when I withdraw. They ask the man who is awkwardly buttoning himself up whether he paid me, and they take down everybody’s name and address.

Even when a memory centres on bodily facts, it is less the sensations than the atmosphere that is evoked first. I could gather together a good many anecdotes concerning the use to which for many years I put my anus as frequently, if not more, than my vagina. In a beautiful apartment behind the Invalides, during a small-scale orgy, in a room on a mezzanine floor with a long bay window and floor-level lighting like you find on American film sets, I am taken in that orifice by a giant’s joystick. Is it because the coffee table in the sitting room is a giant resin model of an open hand in which a woman could easily stretch herself out luxuriously that the place itself somehow feels disproportionate and unreal? I’m frightened of this great Cheshire cat’s organ when I understand by which route he is planning to penetrate, but he manages it without forcing too much and I am amazed, and almost proud, that size represents no obstacle. Neither does number. Was it because I was ovulating or had a touch of the clap that at another orgy, a much larger one this time, I chose to fuck only with my arse? I can see myself at the foot of a very narrow staircase, in the rue Quincampoix, hesitating before deciding to go up. Claude and I were given the address by chance. We didn’t know anyone. The apartment was very dark with a low ceiling. I could hear men nearby putting the word about, whispering: ‘she wants it up the arse’, or warning someone heading the wrong way: ‘No, she only takes it from behind.’ That particular time it did at the end hurt. But I also had the personal satisfaction of having had no feelings of restraint.

Imaginings

Reading through the pages above, still older images have come back to me, and these images were fabricated. How I conceived them, way before having my first experience and a very long time before I shed my innocence, constitutes a seductively appealing mystery. What shreds of the real world – photographs in Cinemonde; veiled comments of my mother’s like the time when we left a cafe in which there was a group of young people only one of whom was a girl, and her muttering that the girl must be sleeping with everyone; or the fact that my father came home late at night, funnily enough having just come from that cafe – did I pick up and thread together, and what instinctual material did I formulate so that the stories I told myself as I rubbed the lips of my vulva together so accurately prefigured my future sexual adventures? I even remember a criminal case: the arrest of a rather obscure, ageing woman (she must have been something like a maid on a farm) who was accused of killing her lover. I have forgotten the details of the murder because what really struck me was that amongst her belongings they found notebooks which she had filled with memories and into which she pasted little relics – photographs, letters, locks of hair – connected with her lovers, who turned out to have been extraordinarily numerous. As a child I loved sticking bits of plants and flowers into my holiday book, and I had a tidy scrapbook with precious photographs of Anthony Perkins or Brigitte Bardot, so I admired the fact that she had managed to collate this treasure, these traces of the men she had known within a few simple note pads of paper, and a secret corner of my libido was even more disturbed by the fact that this woman was ugly, alone, wild and outcast.

There are major structural similarities between situations I have lived and those I have imagined, even though I have never actively chosen to reproduce the latter in my life, and the details of what I have lived have had little part in nourishing my imaginings. Perhaps I should just assume that the fantasies forged in my earliest youth predisposed me to widely diverse experiences. Having never felt ashamed of these fantasies, and having reworked and embellished them rather than trying to bury them, they offered no opposition to what was real but rather a sort of mesh through which real-life situations that other people might have found outrageous struck me as quite normal.

My brother and I were rarely taken to play in the square, but there was a little one that we would cross on our way to school. Down one side of the square there was a long wall with three pretty lean-to shelters. They were made of brick and wood, painted green and surrounded by shrubs. One was used for gardening tools, the others housed the public toilets. There must have been groups of boys hanging about in the square. In any event, the very first narrative that accompanied my masturbating – and one that I used again and again for very many years – put me in a situation where I was dragged into one of these shelters by a boy. I saw him kissing me on the mouth and touching me all over as his friends came to join us. They all started fondling me. We always remained standing, and I spun round in the middle of the tightly-knit group.

Most Sunday mornings my parents would take it in turns to take us to the matinee performance at the local cinema; whatever they were showing, and barely understood love stories glimpsed in fleeting sequences in romances and in the trailers, fired my imagination. I fantasised that I was allowed to go to the cinema alone. There were lots of people queuing. Suddenly someone would squeeze my arse. And again, everyone else around me in the queue followed the example, and when I reached the ticket desk, the salesgirl could see that my skirt had been lifted up, and I would talk to her while someone rubbed themselves against my buttocks; I didn’t have any knickers on. The excitement rose. My top would be off by the time I had crossed the foyer (because I had formulated an image of myself as an adult blessed with resplendent breasts, an image I still resort to to this day in my fantasies, whereas my breasts are actually average size). Sometimes the manager of the cinema would ask us, calmly but with some authority, to wait until we were in the auditorium to get on with our dishevelled embraces. At first, I would wriggle about with one boy, squeezed up to him in the same seat. He was the rather taciturn head of the gang who, having heated me to fever pitch, would then turn away abruptly and kiss another girl, abandoning me to his men, and we would drop in a heap to the carpeted floor between the rows of seats. The narrative continues: perfectly respectable men could leave their seats and their suspicious wives to cross the auditorium in the dark and prostrate themselves on top of me. Sometimes I would have the lights going back on while this cavorting was going on; or I would go to the toilets and there would be a succession of comings and goings between there and the auditorium. I think sometimes I would have the police intervening. Another take: the manager of the cinema would ask me to come to his office, and would then call for all the boys too. Another version: I followed the group who had adopted me in the queue all the way to a stretch of wasteland. And there, behind a picket fence, they would strip me naked and paw me. It was a compact group, forming a circle around me, like a second strip of fencing screening me from view. One by one, the boys broke away from the circle to press themselves against me. In another version, I was nestled deep in a seat in a nightclub with a man on either side of me. While I busied myself with one of them and we kissed each other hungrily, the other stroked my body. Then I would turn around and kiss the second one, but the first would not let me go, or he would give up his place to a third man, and so on; I kept swinging from left to right. I’m not sure that when I first started succumbing to these fabulations I had ever done any petting or even kissed a single boy on the mouth. I was a late starter. When I came out of school I would quite often meet up with a group of friends in the bedroom that I shared with my brother, but it was usually to have fights with them. At that sort of age, girls’ bodies are more mature than boys’; I was quite well built and I would sometimes win.

If I am going back as far as my imaginary constructions during my childhood and adolescence, I should point out the disparity which initially existed between these constructions and my actual behaviour, especially, as I recall, at puberty. I had started reading a Hemingway novel (The Sun Also Rises, perhaps), and I was sufficiently disturbed by the description of one of the female characters, due to the fact that she was attributed several lovers, to stop reading the book. I never went back to it again. A conversation with my mother also gave me a shock. I don’t remember how we got onto the subject, I can just see her laying the table in the kitchen as she confided in me that she had had seven lovers in her life. ‘Seven,’ she said, looking at me, ‘it’s not all that many’, but there was a shy questioning in her eyes. I scowled. It was the first time I had heard anyone say out loud that a woman could know more than one man. She became a bit defensive. A long time later, when I looked back on that rare moment of intimacy, I regretted my attitude. What was seven compared to a score that was still open?

When I was better informed about what sexual acts might entail, I obviously integrated them into my imaginings, but coitus achieved did not preclude the possibility of passing from one partner to another. One of the most detailed scenarios which illustrates this point of view was the following: I am the guest of a vulgar, fat man – pretending to be an uncle – at a business meal in a private salon in a restaurant. There are twenty or thirty men sitting down to eat, and my first contribution is to do the rounds, sucking each of them off under the table. I can picture their faces above me, surrendering saggily, as each of them successively, and briefly, logs out of the conversation. Then I get up onto the table and they amuse themselves finding interesting substitutes for me to take, cigars, sausages, and someone comes and eats a sausage from between my thighs. As the meal goes on, I am conscientiously fucked, some leading me off to a sofa, others taking me standing up, from behind, bent over the table, while the discussions go on. The maître d’hotel and the waiters take their chances. If my masturbating has not yet been ended by an orgasm, then the kitchen boys finish me off. Finding myself in a group of men getting on with their different jobs and stopping only to come and join me in a casual, off-hand way, is a recurring scenario. A subtle alteration turns the uncle into a stepfather, and the conference into men playing cards (or watching football), and they take turns in coming to fuck me on a sofa while the others get on with their hand (or gesticulate at the television screen).

All my life I have gone back over, tinkered with and developed these few imagined situations with the application of someone composing a fugue, and those that serve me today are more or less altered versions of these originals. I mentioned brief film sequences which gave rise to certain fantasies. When it came out, I saw only an extract of Éric Rohmer’s La Collectionneuse, on television. In a holiday house, a man goes into a room and walks past a couple making love on the bed with perfect indifference; he just catches the young woman’s eye. As I have gone back to this sequence again and again, my own transposition has created this: a delivery man comes into my house, although – oddly – I didn’t have to open the door for him, and he finds me in my bedroom (where the half light is very like that in the film) watching a pornographic video. Without a word, he comes and lies down on top of me, and is soon replaced by a second delivery man, then a third, both of whom behave just as naturally. The story sometimes continues: a friend is coming to pick me up and I have to get ready. I carry on fucking standing up, taking care not to smudge my make-up or rumple my clothes, with my skirt lifted up over my back. The friend then actually takes the trouble to ring on the door bell, and I go to let him in, waddling like a duck with one of the delivery men’s dicks burrowed in my cunt from astern. The friend, turned on himself, quickly unzips. Etc.

Sexual fantasies are far too personal for them ever really to be shared. Still, I had a powerful imagination and this gave me a well from which I could draw when, later, I started meeting talkers. In my experience, most men make do with a few expressions and catch phrases; you’re their ‘little sucker in chief’, you’re ‘good at chewing nuts’ before entering the ranks of the ‘little bitch who’s not too ashamed to stay like that all night’, and you will rarely be ‘rammed right up to the hilt’ or ‘fucked good and deep’ without the incident being announced out loud. You encourage them, admitting that you’re just a ‘spunk bag’, and as they reassure you that you’re going to be given a good ‘stuffing’, ‘rogering’ or ‘seeing to’, you gasp and say ‘it’s so big’, ‘it’s so hard’ and ‘it’s so good’ until you eventually ‘swallow the fountain’, like the cat that got the cream. But these are just accentuations, reiterations punctuated by the mantra of interjections, gruntings and all the inflexions of the usual cries. Because, paradoxically, these words need less reciprocation than caresses do, dirty words are always more stereotyped and perhaps some of their power derives from the very fact that they belong to the most immutable inheritance. So, in the end, even words – which should help to distinguish us from each other – serve to fuse us all together and to accelerate the annihilation of the senses that we are all trying to achieve in those moments.

It is quite another story to construct a complete running commentary throughout the act, given by two voices, in counterpoint to the physical exchange.

Another man immeasurably – and quite fantastically – widened my understanding of fornicatory communion. He started the conversation by saying that he was going to take me to a hotel, there was little point in specifying what sort. There would be men queuing up by the bed, all the way out to the corridor. How much did I think they would pay to off-load in my cunt? I suggested: ‘Fifty francs?’ The correct sum was whispered quietly in my ear: ‘That’s far too much. No, they’ll give twenty francs to fuck you from the front and thirty to give it to you up the arse. How much of it are you going to take?’

Knowing that I always under-estimate, I ask ‘Twenty?’ a hard thrust of his dick given as a warning shot: ‘Is that all – thirty!’ Another stab in my vagina:

‘You’ll take a hundred and you won’t wash.’

‘There’ll be young boys who’ll shoot their load almost before they get inside me.’

‘They’ll do it on your stomach and your tits too, you’ll be covered in it.’

‘Yes, and there’ll be some who are very old and very dirty, they won’t have washed for so long that they’ll have scabs on their skin.’

‘Yes, and how much would you take to let them piss on you?’

‘Will some of them crap on me too?’

‘Yes, and you’ll lick their arses afterwards.’

‘And will I refuse to at first? Will I fight?’

‘Yes, and they’ll smack you.’

‘It’s disgusting, but I’ll clean out the folds of their arseholes with my tongue.’

‘We’ll get there in the evening and you’ll stay there till the following morning.’

‘But I’ll get tired.’

‘You will be able to sleep, they’ll carry on fucking you. And we’ll come back that evening, and the hotel manager will bring his dog, and there’ll be someone who’ll pay to see you doing it with the dog.’

‘Will I have to suck it?’

‘You’ll see, it’ll have a very red cock and it’ll climb on top of you like on a bitch and stay stuck to you.’

Other times, the events would unroll in the workmen’s shed on a building site and whole teams of workmen would file through, paying no more than five francs a go. As I have suggested, my body sometimes convulsed in response to these images, but not always; the real action and the fantasy scrolled in tandem and only came together sporadically. We spoke in measured tones with all the precision and attention to detail of two scrupulous witnesses helping each other reconstruct a past event. When he came close to orgasm my partner became less talkative. I don’t know whether he was concentrating on one of the images of our imaginary film. As for me, I would sometimes bring the scenario back to a more private situation. The shed on the building site would become a concierge’s loge in a building undergoing repairs. In those cramped quarters, the bed is sometimes just hidden by a curtain. Only my stomach and legs were visible in front of it, and the workmen still kept coming in droves to service me without my seeing them or their seeing me under the gaze of the concierge who regulated the traffic.

Communities

There are two ways of envisaging a multitude, either as a crowd in which individual identities become confused, or as a chain where conversely what distinguishes them from each other is also what links them together, as one ally compensates for another’s weaknesses, as a son resembles his father even though he rebels. The very first men I knew immediately made me an emissary of a network in which I couldn’t hope to know all the members, the unwitting link in a family joined as in the bible.

I have already let it be understood that I was reticent in social relationships and I saw the sexual act as a refuge into which I willingly abandoned myself as a way of avoiding looks that embarrassed me and conversations for which I was ill prepared. There was, therefore, no question of my taking any initiative. I never flirted or tried to pull. On the other hand, I was completely available: at all times and in all places, without hesitation or regret, by every one of my bodily orifices and with a totally clear conscience. If, as Proust’s theory goes, I see my own personality in terms of the image that other people have made of it, then that is the dominant trait. ‘You never said no, never refused anything. You didn’t make a fuss.’ ‘You were far from inert, but you weren’t demonstrative either.’ ‘You did things so naturally, you were neither reticent nor dirty, just a tad masochistic from time to time …’ ‘At an orgy, you were always the first, right out there…’ ‘I remember Robert would send a taxi for you as if there was some emergency, and you would go.’ ‘People thought of you as some sort of phenomenon; even with an incredible number of guys you would still be the same, right up to the end, at their mercy. You didn’t act the little woman who wants to please her man, or as the ball-breaking bitch. You were a mate who happened to be a girl, a girl-friend.’ And also this note that a friend put in his diary and which still gives me a glow of pride to quote it here: ‘Catherine who deserves the highest praise for her calmness and availability in every situation.’

The first man that I knew introduced me to the second. Claude was friendly with a couple of colleagues some ten years older than us. The man was not very tall but he had the muscle tone of a sportsman, she had a magnificent Mongolian face, with short-cropped blond hair; she also had one of those stiff personalities with which intelligent women sometimes modulate their sexual freedom. It could be that Claude had had some sexual encounters with her before introducing me to him, before, that is, arranging for me to fuck him. We carried on a sort of loosely arranged swap which continued even after Claude and I had rented a studio next to their apartment. I would go and meet up with the man at their apartment, while she would join Claude in ours. The partition wall was like a television remote-control: there was a different film on if you switched sides. There was only one occasion when this disjunction was not respected. It was while we were on holiday in a house they owned in Brittany. A cold, mellow afternoon light permeated the sitting room right into the corner where he was resting on a daybed. I was sitting at the foot of the bed, she was coming and going, Claude had gone off somewhere. He gave me that weak, almost submissive, look that some men have even when they are expressing the most imperious of orders, then drew me to him, held my chin and kissed me, and then pushed my head down towards his organ. I liked it better like that. Using me to harden him up while I lay curled in on myself rather than stretching up to his face for a long kiss. And I sucked him off well. Perhaps it was on that day that I realised I had a gift for it. I concentrated on co-ordinating the way I moved my hand and my lips; from the pressure of his hand on my head, I knew when I should speed up or slow down the rhythm. But it was definitely the facial expressions that I remember most clearly. When I occasionally looked beyond the immediate horizon of his zip to take a deep breath, I saw her expression – as gently vacuous as a statue’s, and his – almost disbelieving. I now feel that it was then that I first hazily grasped the fact that, if relationships with friends could spread and grow like a climbing plant, twisting and knotting together in perfect and reciprocal freedom, and that all you had to do was to let yourself go with the flow of its sap, then all the more reason for me to decide on my own behaviour for myself, resolutely and solitarily. I like this paradoxical solitude.

The art world is made up of a multitude of communities or families, and their rallying points – at the time when I started working as a critic – were more places of work, galleries and the editorial offices of magazines, than cafés. Naturally these little networks were breeding-grounds for casual romances. As I lived right on Saint-Germain-des-Prés, which was where the modern art galleries all were at the time, there was not far to go between an exhibition and a little cuddle. I can see myself on the pavement of the rue Bonaparte with a new painter friend, a shy boy who never really looked up as a smile spread across his face or as he peered at you through his thick glasses. I don’t remember how he led me to understand that he wanted me, probably very warily (‘I’d like to make love to you, you know’), perhaps even without touching me. I probably didn’t give much of a reply. What I remember was how resolute I was. I took him all the way to my room. He let himself be led, without realising that he too was urging me on, weighing me down with those subjugated but tentative eyes. My pleasure derives from the precise moment when I have made the decision and the other feels a bit taken aback. I have an intoxicating feeling of fulfilling a heroine’s destiny. But the best thing to put him at his ease is the girl-who’s-just-escaped-her-parents’-clutches speech, I explain daffily that ‘I want everything’. He carries on encouraging me with his attentive eyes. Someone who once took the same route has since admitted that my room under the eaves reminded him of somewhere you rented by the hour, and that the rather coarse fabric which served as a bed cover seemed like a tarpaulin which had been thrown over it to protect it from the activities that were about to take place!

A group visit to an exhibition organised by Germano Celant in a Genoa museum. Claude, Germano and the others are walking ahead, I spend a little longer in each gallery, accompanied by William who has contributed to the exhibition. Quick, furtive gestures, he lands his hand across my snatch, I grind the bulge in his trousers, always amazed to find it so hard, like something inert, not like part of a living body. He has a very distinctive laugh, which sounds as if his mouth is already engaged in a long, deep kiss. He’s having fun teaching me English: ‘cock, pussy’. Not long after that, he spends a few days in Paris. As he comes out of the Rhumerie, he licks my ear and whispers ‘I want to make love with you’ leaving a little pause between each of the words. In the corner next to a service door at the back of the post office which stands where the rue de Rennes meets the rue du Four, I mutter my own English contribution ‘I want your cock in my pussy.’ Explosive laughter, the same trip all the way to the studio in the rue Bonaparte. William, like Henri and like many others, would return several times. We fuck there as a twosome and with others. The pretext is often a girl picked up by one of the boys and who needs a bit of persuading that it’s even more fun when there are more than two to share in the pleasure. It doesn’t always work and when it doesn’t I am given the job of reassuring her, consoling her. The boys disappear discreetly to have a cigarette on the landing. I don’t actually speak, I cajole, give her a gentle hug; girls are more easily conned by another girl. Of course, they could just leave, but not one of them ever did, not even the one who remained friends with Claude and admitted, twenty years later, it was because she was still a virgin that she had refused to comply that evening and burst into tears. Henri remembers another girl: I locked myself into the kitchen – which also served as a bathroom – with her to clean her face because her tears had smudged her mascara. He maintains that from the communal toilets on the landing he could hear us moaning through the skylights. She probably wanted to thumb her nose at the boys and I, perversely, went along with her.

By a curious inversion of sensitivity, although I am relatively blind to a man’s seductive manoeuvres – quite simply because I prefer them to be kept to a minimum, but I will come to that subject shortly – I am always well aware when a woman is attracted to me, not that I have ever expected a woman to give me any pleasure. Oh, I am not denying the devastating delight of touching smooth, rounded, delicate skin which most women’s bodies offer and only a very few men’s! But I have only joined in these embraces and their related fumblings so as not to break the rules of the game. In fact, men who only ever suggest this sort of threesome strike me as boring and unimaginative, and I would quickly tire of them. I do, however, love looking at women myself. I could make out an inventory of the wardrobes, guess the contents of the make-up bags, and even describe the physiques of the women I work with better than their own male partners could. Out in the streets, I follow them and watch them more tenderly than any man trying to pick them up; I associate a particular conformation of the buttocks with a certain style of knickers, a particular wiggle in a walk with the height of a heel. But my excitement is limited to a visual satisfaction. Beyond that I feel only a communal sympathy for hard-working women, for the huge fraternity of women who have the same first name as me (one of the most common names in France after the Second World War) and for the valiant warriors of the sexual liberation. As one of them once told me (and she herself was a genuine and affectionate dyke but also a swinger), ‘giving the same man head brought us together; we are both dickheads’.

There was an exception: at an improvised orgy where half the participants had brought along the other half who were novices. I found myself alone for a long time on the thick black carpet of the bathroom with a blonde who had curves everywhere: cheeks, neck, breasts and buttocks of course, even down to the ankles. I was struck by her majestic name, she was called Léone. Léone had taken a little persuading before going with the flow. Now she was completely naked, like a golden Buddha in his temple. I was a little lower than her because she was sitting on the step that ran all the way round the raised bath. How had we ended up in that confined space when it was a huge, comfortable apartment? Perhaps because she had been indecisive and because I, once again, had felt compelled to take on the role of attentive initiator? My whole face burrowed noisily in her fleshy vulva. I had never sucked on such a swollen extremity and it really did fill my mouth, as Marseillais say, like an giant apricot. I latched onto her labia like a leech, then I dropped the fruit and stretched my tongue so far I almost tore its root, the better to dive into the extraordinary softness of her opening, a softness which makes the smoothness of breasts and shoulders pale into insignificance. She was not the wriggling sort, she let out short, little moans, as soft as everything else about her. They resonated with sincerity and they gave me a tremendous feeling of exultation. As I put myself to good use suckling the little raised knot of flesh, it was so good letting myself go as I listened to her raptures! When we had all got dressed again with the fun and confusion found in sports club changing rooms, Paul, who spoke with less tact than the others, turned to her and asked: ‘So? That was good, wasn’t it? Don’t we think she was right to let herself be talked into it?’ she lowered her eyes and put a lot of emphasis on the first word as she replied that one person had certainly made an impression on her. I thought: ‘Please, God, let it be me!’

We had found a ready-made philosophy reading Bataille but, when Henri and I look back on that fevered period, I think he is right when he says that our copulatory obsession and our missionary zeal derived more from a youthful playfulness. The bed in that tiny apartment was positioned in an alcove, which reinforced the feeling of snuggling in a hiding place, and when four or five of us thrashed about on it together it only meant that supper had turned into a round of ‘I’ll show you mine if you’ll show me yours’: the diners had tickled each other’s parts under the table with their bare feet, or perhaps someone had proudly raised up a finger covered in particularly clear and slightly smelly sauce. Henri would make a game of bringing along a girl he had met only half an hour earlier in some arcade, and it was an adventure for our whole little team to wander the streets at four o’clock in the morning, looking for some poor girl’s apartment, bent on disturbing her tidy bed. Half the time, the ploy failed. The girl would let herself be fingered, would let someone take off her bra or her tights, but would end the evening clamped to a chair explaining that she really couldn’t but, yes, she was very happy to watch, that was fine by her, yes, she would wait till someone could drive her home. I’ve sometimes caught glimpses of people, men or women in fact, taking refuge on an incongruous upright chair or balancing their buttocks on the edge of the sofa, unable to take their eyes off the pale limbs flailing the air a few centimetres away, a few centimetres which put them in a whole different time frame. They don’t take part so you cannot really say that they are fascinated. Lagging behind – or shooting ahead – they are the patient, studious viewers of an edifying documentary.

Our zeal was, of course, only skin deep because the little challenges we set were intended far more for ourselves than for those we tried to initiate. Henri and I once failed on the boulevard Beaumarchais in one of the big, bourgeois apartments where intellectuals lived with bare parquet floors and inadequate overhead lighting. The friend who welcomes us has a thick beard, permanently parted by his bland laugh; he is married to a modern woman. All the same, she balks and goes to bed. We play at transgression, and I seem to remember quivering and roaring with laughter between their streams of urine. No, no, Henri corrects me, he was the only one to piss on me. In any event, what is for sure is that we had taken the precaution of getting into the huge cast iron bath. Then the three of us did go and fuck around on the balcony.

One of my girl friends puts me up for some months. I sleep in a tiny, little, unfurnished attic room, sometimes with the cats for company. When her boyfriend comes to see her, she leaves the door to her bedroom wide open and neither of them makes any attempt to contain their exclamations. It never occurs to me to join them. I don’t get involved in other people’s business and, anyway, snuggled in my narrow bed, I think of myself almost as their little girl. But with that stubbornness peculiar to children and animals, I make quite sure that they get involved with my business. Given that, to some extent, I share her life, there is no reason why my beautiful hostess shouldn’t systematically take the same cocks between her thighs as I do. It works four or five times. She resolutely allows herself to be pinned to the bed, her legs waving in the air like butterfly wings. I really like it when she looks right at Jacques (whose dick is reverberating from the twang of elastic when he pulled off his knickers) and says loudly that he’s ‘hung like a horse’. Jacques with whom I was just getting together at the time. He now reminds me that I once had a tantrum and set about kicking him wildly when he was fucking her. I had forgotten that too. Although, of course, I remember how I myself would niggle at the jealousies that other people never admitted. I feel as if I’m in a film about the free and easy lives of the young bourgeoisie when I go early one morning – stopping at the boulangerie on the way – to wake Alexis, who lives in a cute duplex on the rue des Saints-Pères. I notice the coolness of my skin next to his warm pyjamas, just moist enough to be good. He likes making fun of my promiscuity and he says that, at least at this time of day, he can be sure of being the first person of the day to penetrate me. Well, no, he isn’t actually! I spent the night with someone else, and we had a fuck before I left, I’ve still got his cum in my pussy. I stifle my exuberant laughter in the pillow. I can tell that he’s a little upset.

Claude told me to read Histoire d’O and there were three ways in which I identified with the heroine: I was always ready; my cunt certainly wasn’t barred with a chain, but I was sodomised as often as I was taken from the front; and finally, I would have loved her reclusive life in a house isolated from the rest of the world. Instead, I was already very active in my professional life. But the convivial atmosphere of the artistic world, the facility with which – despite my fears – I formed connections with people, and the fact that these connections could so easily take a physical turn led me to believe that the space in which this sort of activity was carried out was a well regulated closed world. I have already used the word ‘family’ several times. Sometimes this metaphor has not been a metaphor. For a long time I kept the adolescent trait of exerting my sexual attraction within a family circle, when a boy or a girl goes out with a girl or boy and drops them to go out with their brother or sister, or a cousin. I even had dealings with two brothers along with their uncle. I was a friend of the uncle and he often brought along his two nephews scarcely younger than myself. Unlike the times when this same man would take me to meet friends of his, on these occasions there was no preamble or stage management. The uncle would get me going and the two brothers would give me a good shafting. I would relax afterwards listening to their man’s talk about some DIY gadget or some new software.

I am still on friendly terms with a number of men that I first knew as regular sexual partners. In other cases, we have just lost touch. I remember most of these acquaintances with genuine pleasure. When I worked with some of them I found that the enduring intimacy and tenderness facilitated our collaboration. (Only once did I get angry about a serious work matter.) What’s more, I never remove a person from their own network of friends and relationships or from the activities they enjoy. I had met Alexis as part of a group of young critics and journalists who were trying to set up new artistic publications. I was fucking two other people on the same circuit, and in fact Alexis had asked me, rather tartly, whether I had set myself a schedule to be ‘shagged by every young critic in France’. We worked in a ‘school’s out’ sort of atmosphere and my two other colleague-lovers, unlike Alexis, were still a bit rough around the edges even though they were already married. They both had spotty faces and did not exactly take good care of themselves. I gave in to one of them because, having been lured to his apartment on the pretext of a translation that needed checking through (another one of those cramped little apartments on Saint-Germain-des-Près), he had complained that, seeing I was sleeping with everyone it would be churlish of me not to sleep with him. The other had played his cards more confidently. He had arranged to meet me at his publisher’s office, and the receptionist had told him I had arrived, adding – with the consideration typical of women in her profession – that the young woman waiting for him in reception was not wearing a bra under her blouse. The sexual relationship with the first came to a pretty abrupt halt, but with the second it went on for several years. Later, they both became collaborators on Art Press, and stayed there a long time.

I have suggested that I came to meet Éric having got to know his friends, and heard what they had to say about him. Amongst these friends was Robert whom I met while putting together a piece on art foundries. In the event, he took me to Le Creusot where he was having a monumental sculpture cast. We travelled back at night and, during the trip, Robert joined me in the back of the car and lay full length on top of me. I didn’t turn a hair. It was a narrow car and I was sitting sideways in my seat with Robert’s head resting on my abdomen, and my pelvis over the edge to facilitate his groping. From time to time I would put my head down and he would give me little kisses. Glancing in the rear view mirror, the driver commented that I didn’t seem to be on top of things. In fact the situation left me as dumbfounded as the visits to the foundries with their gigantic ovens. I saw Robert almost daily for quite a long time and he introduced me to a lot of people. I could instinctively distinguish between those with whom the relationship could take a sexual turn and those with whom it could not. An instinct that Robert also had; as a way of putting some of them off, he had come up with the idea of warning them that, as an art critic, I was beginning to wield some power. It was Robert who told me about that myth of Parisian life, Madame Claude. I have fantasised a great deal about being a high-class prostitute although I knew I was neither tall or beautiful, which I had been told you needed to be, nor distinguished enough for the job. Robert used to joke about the combination of my sexual appetite and my professional curiosity; he would say that I would be able to write a piece about plumbing if I went out with a plumber. And he always maintained that, given my personality, the person I had to meet was Éric. But in the end, I met the latter through a mutual friend of theirs, a very edgy boy, one of those men who pounds into you with mechanical power and regularity, and someone with whom I had spent exhausting nights. In the morning, as if that wasn’t enough, he would take me to the huge studio he shared with his work partner, and there, languidly tired, I would let this other man come over and take me in a silent, almost serious way. One evening this friend invited me to go and have dinner with him and Éric. As we already know, Éric introduced me to more men than anyone else, friends, colleagues and strangers. For the sake of accuracy, I must add that, at the same time, he introduced me to a rigorous way of working to which I still adhere.

For obvious reasons, the pattern in which these relationships are emerging, and the way in which individual incidents and deeds are recalled, overlap with aesthetic groupings. A painter friend called Gilbert, with whom I am reminiscing on my early beginnings, remembers that I restricted myself to discreet fellatio when I went and joined him in the afternoons in the apartment he shared with his family. Penetration was reserved for when he came to see me. In fact, on the first of these visits, he didn’t ‘finish’ very satisfactorily because at the last minute I had asked him to switch to my arse. Such was my primitive method of contraception, bolstered by the image I had of my body as an integral whole with no form of hierarchy in terms of either morals or pleasure, and each of its individual parts could, in so far as was possible, be substituted for any other. Now it was actually another painter of the same school who made a point of teaching me to put my cunt to better use. I had pitched up at his studio early one morning for an interview, not knowing I was going to find a very good-looking and forthcoming man. I don’t think I left until the following day. As is often the case in artists’ studios, the bed was positioned under a glass roof or a window, as if there was a need to establish what was going on within a framework of light. My eyelids can still feel the powerful light flooding onto my upturned head and blinding me. I must have had the same reflex of slipping his dick into my anus, just like that. Afterwards, he talked to me. He told me extremely persuasively that one day I would meet a man who would know how to take me from the front and to bring me to orgasm that way, and that it would be better than the other. Gilbert can’t believe it when I tell him that at the time I was also seeing yet another of his painter friends (the short-sighted one whose insistent gaze carried me) whom he thought had never cheated on his wife; on the other hand, he himself reminds me of a third man with whom I used to participate in foursomes, still in the little studio on the rue Bonaparte, and that this man used to talk about the boys having sex between themselves. I am convinced that that was just a fantasy.

When William became part of an artists’ collective I found myself spending the night with John, one of the members of the group. I had already met him several times and we had even talked at conferences together. I found him very attractive; he gave speeches about theory which my approximative understanding of English turned lurid, and as he talked the movements of his lips accentuated his fine cheekbones. I had come to New York to meet Sol LeWitt who had just started doing his pieces of torn and crumpled paper. When I arrived, I rang William to ask him to put me up. I can see us now, standing in the loft he had just moved into, devouring each other with kisses, and him encouraging John to do the same. The walls only went three quarters of the way up to the ceiling and were arranged at right angles to each other to form rooms that seemed to be laid out in random cubes like a child’s bricks. Four or five people came and went, apparently absorbed in some private task. William picked me up and carried me over to a mattress behind one of the walls. John was very gentle, providing a great contrast to William’s nervous, abrupt movements. William left us and eventually John went to sleep. We had curled up together with his hand clamped onto my pubis. Early the following morning I had to extricate myself from his vice-like grip with the slow deliberate manoeuvres of a contortionist and to crawl out of the sheets onto the floor because, despite the light that was pouring in through the skylights, he was still asleep, and I ran into the street, caught a taxi to the airport and only just caught my flight. Even though I continued to follow that group’s work, I didn’t see John again for many years. When I did, during a retrospective, we exchanged but a few words because I found it so difficult to understand what he was saying.

As time went by, the shyness that I experienced in company was replaced by boredom. Even amongst friends whose company I enjoy, even if at first I follow the conversation and I am no longer afraid to join in, there always comes a moment when I suddenly lose interest. It’s a question of time: all of a sudden I have had enough; whatever subject we are tackling I feel as if I’m turning to stone like when I watch one of those TV soaps which recreates humdrum domesticity too accurately. It is irreversible. In these instances, tacit gestures – sometimes unseen ones – provide some escape. Even though I am not very enterprising, I have often improvised a little pressure from my thigh or a little crossing of ankles with the man next to me at the table, or – better still – the woman (it is less likely to have consequences) in the hopes of feeling that I am really a distant observer of this earnest assembly, busying myself with something else somewhere else. In the context of a communal life, on holiday for example, when a group of people do all sorts of things together, I have often felt the need to absent myself from outings and meals by doing this, acting randomly when the need arose. There were some particularly frenetic summers, defined by the incessant traffic between sexual partners, sporadically united in little orgies under the sun behind the low wall of a garden that overlooked the sea, or at night in the comings and goings between the many bedrooms of a villa. One evening I decide not to join in the fun, and Paul, who knows me well, gently makes fun of my decision; Paul – who sometimes forcibly holds me back, locking both of us into the bathroom if necessary, just to excite my impatience to mingle in the mêlée of bodies – promises to send me a friend of his that I have not yet met; someone who has nothing to do with the art world, a car mechanic. He knows that I would rather meet him than go to the restaurant with the others and sit wearily on a terrace or in the corner of a nightclub waiting for the same weariness to overcome the rest of them. I don’t pay much attention to his proposition and I look forward to an evening alone. There is something delicious about those moments when the emptiness around you opens up not only the space around you but also, somehow, the enormity of the time ahead. With unconscious economy, we make the most of this given opportunity by lazily settling into the very depths of an armchair as if to leave as much space as possible to the onrushing time. The kitchen is right at the back of the villa, and I go and make myself a sandwich. My mouth is full when Paul’s friend appears in the doorway that leads out to the garden. He is tall and dark with pale eyes, quite impressive in the darkness. He apologises amicably, he can see that I’m eating, begs me not to stop just because of him… I am ashamed of the crumbs in the corners of my mouth. I say no, no, I’m not really hungry, and I chuck the sandwich away furtively. He takes me away. He drives his convertible along the Grande Corniche above Nice. He takes one hand off the steering wheel to reply to mine rubbing against the rough surface of bulge in his jeans. That swelling impeded by the tight, stiff fabric is an efficient stimulant for me every time. Do I want to go and eat somewhere? No. I think he’s driving a bit further than he needs to, taking detours before getting home. He keeps his eyes on the road as I undo his belt. I recognise that little forward movement of the hips that a driver has to make to make it easier to undo the zip. Then there is the laborious process of extricating the member which has grown too big to slip straight out of the double envelope of cotton. You yourself have to have a wide enough hand to gather up all the parts in one smooth gesture. I am always afraid of hurting. He has to help me. At last I can get on with my conscientious hand job. I never start too quickly, I really prefer following all its length, feeling the elasticity of the fine sheath of flesh. I put my mouth to it. I try to hold my body as far aside as possible so as not to be in his way when he changes gear. I keep to a moderate rhythm. I am conscious of the danger that driving in these conditions could represent, and, as a result, have no inclination to court it. As far as I can remember, it was a very pleasant encounter. Even so, I didn’t want to stay the night with him and he had to take me back to the villa before the gang got back. It is not that I had forbidden myself sleeping out, but that I wanted the time I had spent with him to stay as it was (like when your thoughts wander off into a daydream half way through a conversation), a private place to which the others, for once, would not have access.

The reader will have realised that, as I have explained above, I exercised complete free will in my chosen sexual life and if, as I have just illustrated, I orchestrated little breakaways, this latitude could only be measured in terms of its direct opposite: the way fate brings people together, the determinism of the chain in which one link – one man – links you to another, which links you to a third and so on. Mine was not the kind of freedom played out on the whims of circumstances, it was a freedom expressed once and for all, an acceptance to abandon oneself unreservedly to a way of life (like a nun saying her vows!) I have never formed a relationship – however fleeting – with someone I have met on a train or in the metro, even though I have frequently heard stories of feverishly erotic encounters in such places, not to mention in lifts or restaurant toilets. I have always cut them short, rather abruptly even. I discourage them, humorously and gently, I hope, but in such an offhand way that it must look like firm resolution. Engaging myself in the playful meanderings of seduction and, however briefly, keeping up the teasing banter which necessarily occupies the interval between a chance meeting with someone and accomplishing the sexual act with them, would be beyond me. At a push, if it were possible for the thronging crowds at a station or the organised hordes in the metro to accept the crudest accesses of pleasure in their midst as they accept displays of the most abject misery, I could easily undertake that sort of coupling, like an animal. Neither do I belong to the category of women who are ‘looking for adventure’ and I have been successfully chatted up only very rarely, and, even then, never by strangers. On the other hand, I have willingly accepted to go on dates arranged on the telephone by a voice purporting to have met me at some function or another, but to which I could not put a face. I was easy to find; they just had to call the magazine. That was how I ended up at the opera one night, at a performance of La Bohème… I arrived late and had to wait till the end of the first scene before I could go and sit down in the darkness next to my quasistranger. We had met, if you could call it that, a few days earlier at a mutual friend’s party (when the relationship returns to the realms of a possible one-on-one, men rarely use the term ‘orgy’), but the profile I could see, the balding head and the jowly face didn’t mean a thing to me. I suspected that he had indeed been at the party but had not approached me there. He risked putting a hand on my thigh, looking at me furtively with something approaching anxiety in his eyes. He never shook off his air of weariness; he had a habit of rubbing his head in the same way that he ran his great bony hands over me, doing it mechanically and complaining of terrible headaches. I thought he had a screw loose and there was something rather pitiful about him. I saw him again several times; he took me to shows and to very expensive restaurants which I found more than a little entertaining, not because I could be mistaken for a prostitute but because I could outwit the usherettes, the waitresses and the bourgeois clients around us, given that it was with a bona fide intellectual that the bald gentleman with the drooping skin was in conversation with.

To this day, Hortense (the switchboard operator at Art Press) sometimes puts through someone whose name I don’t recognise. ‘They won’t take no for an answer, they say they know you well.’ I take the call. From their carefully chosen words spoken in conspiratorial tones, I quickly realise that the stranger thinks he is talking to a particularly good-time girl, the sort, if I’m not mistaken, who leaves a man with some very good memories. (Similarly, if I am introduced to someone at a private view or a dinner, and I feel that I am meeting them for the first time but that he delves his eyes into mine for rather longer than is necessary, saying ‘but we’ve already met’, I tend to think that, in what feels like another life for me, he had an opportunity to look at my face at leisure while my gaze may have been locked onto his pubic hair.) I may no longer have the curiosity to take it any further, but I still have a profound admiration and sympathy for the suspension in time in which swingers live.

It could be ten years, not to say twenty or more, since a man has had the pleasure of a woman, he still talks about it and addresses her as if it were yesterday. Their pleasure is like a hardy perennial which knows no seasons. It flourishes in a greenhouse, isolated from outside contingencies so that they always see the body they held in the same way, even if it is now withered or lying stiffly in a robe. Be that as it may, experience has taught me that they cannot deny the principle of reality when it hits them in the face. As I don’t warm to the telephone conversation, they inevitably ask a question, like a password which may or may not open the door. For example: ‘Are you married now?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘Lovely, well, I’ll give you a call next time I’m in Paris and perhaps we’ll have a chance to see each other.’ I know I will never hear from them again.

To go back to those preliminaries which many women claim to be the most delicious phase of a relationship, and which I have always tried to keep as short as possible, I should make it clear that I have only ever experienced them – and even then, without prolonging them – in two specific situations: when desire was already and unwittingly a breakaway faction of a profound and loving relationship, and after a relatively long period of abstinence: which amounts to exceptional circumstances.

In the latter case the signs were: an unexpected and frustrating sitting for a photographic portrait because – needless to say – the lighting was never quite right; a ride up in a lift which was about as chatty as a funeral vigil; tiny, furtive kisses, then sketchy little bites sneaked along the top of my naked arm when I had to place it on top of the lay-out table … I inhaled these libidinous emanations rather like an asthmatic who unwisely strays into a stifling hot-house. Very aware that I had done nothing to cultivate this sort of feeling in the past, I put them down to a sort of gentrification of my erotic life.

The other case proves that the sharpest of our sensual experiences can forge a path for itself even through our least sensitive points of access. Even though I have no ear at all, and I only ever go to the opera for reasons that have nothing to do with the art of music, it is thanks to his voice that Jacques first appeared on the horizons of the vast plain of my desire. And yet his does not correspond to the stereotype of a sexy voice, it is neither velvet nor cracked. Someone had recorded him reading a text and then played the tape to me over the telephone. I can still feel the echo it set up within me, radiating out to the most highly receptive point on my body. I gave myself up entirely to this voice which itself seemed to give up entirely every detail of its speaker, a voice with the clarity and the calm rhythm of its brief inflexions, as firm and assured as a hand turning up its palm to mean ‘there you have it’. Some time later I heard it on the telephone again, live this time, pointing out a typo in a catalogue in which Jacques had been involved and on which I was working. Jacques offered to come and help me correct the copies. We spent hours on the work, just inches away from each other in a tiny office, with me very embarrassed by my mistake while he just got on with correcting it. He was attentive without being especially friendly. After one of these tedious sessions, he asked whether I would like to join him for dinner at the home of a close friend of his. After dinner, when several of us were squeezed next to each other on a bed serving as a sofa (which meant adopting an uncomfortable, semi-prone position), he stroked my wrist with the back of his index finger. It was an unexpected, unusual and quite delicious gesture, and it still moves me now, even when it is addressed to someone else’s skin. I followed Jacques to the studio he was living in at the time. In the morning he asked me who I was sleeping with. ‘With lots of people,’ I replied. ‘Damn,’ he said, ‘I’m beginning to fall in love with a girl who’s sleeping with lots of people.’

The Pleasure of Telling

I have never tried to hide the extent or the eclectic variety of my sexual contacts, other than from my parents. (As a child when a ‘wedding night’ was just a vague formula, even imagining that my mother would be able to picture me when that first night happened to me was truly a source of torment.) I have gradually and obscurely come to understand what this lifestyle had to offer me: the illusion of opening myself to innumerable possibilities. Given that, in other ways, I obviously had to comply with all sorts of constraints (a very demanding and stressful job, a destiny determined by poverty and, the worst shackle of all, the baggage of family conflicts and rows in relationships), the certainty that I could have sexual relations in any situation with any willing party (as a matter of principle, the illusion only held on condition that anyone unwilling was excluded from the horizon), was the lungfuls of fresh air you inhale as you walk to the end of a narrow pier. And, as reality did still impose limits on this freedom (I couldn’t do just that, and even if I could, my thighs would have formed a link around only a tiny part of the human chain), this meant that the spoken word, the briefest evocation of episodes in my sexual life, should always conjure up the panorama of possibilities in all their fullness. ‘I am here, with you, but if I talk about it, I pull aside the sheet, I open up a breach in the wall, and I let in the entire army of lovers which surrounds us.’ Usually, after about the third or fourth date, I would drop in a few men’s names, connecting them with day to day activities which were, nonetheless, open to ambiguous interpretation, and – if I was feeling more confident – I would refer to a few picturesque situations in which I had made love in the past. I would evaluate the reaction. I have said that I did not go in for preaching, and even less for provocation, except as part of a well-meaning and harmless perversion, addressed only to people who had already been identified as kindred spirits. I was careful to be sincere, adhering to a dialectic with three terms: to some extent I protected myself from new relationships by branching out only if there was a connection with my community of swingers; that way I could identify whether or not the newcomer belonged to this community; finally, whatever his reaction, while still careful to protect myself, I would appeal to his curiosity.

As was quite right and proper, the friend who made me speak so much while we were fornicating insisted that, as well as evoking fantasies, I should talk about things that had really happened. I had to give names, describe places and say exactly how many times. If I failed to specify when describing a new acquaintance, he was quick to ask: ‘Did you sleep with him?’ But his interest did not focus exclusively on an obscene inventory (‘What colour was his glans when you drew back his foreskin? Brown? Red? Did you give him one up the arse? With your tongue? or your fingers? How many fingers did you stick up his arse?’), it also extended to the more banal aspects of the setting: ‘We were visiting an apartment to let in the rue Beaubourg, the carpet had balls of fluff all over it and he took me there and then on a mattress on the floor.’ ‘He’s a bouncer for the Johnny Halliday show; that’s how I saw the whole show from the side of the stage, it felt as if the speakers were inside me. We came home on his Harley Davidson; it didn’t have any back seat left and the frame was carving into my pussy; when we did eventually fuck I was already spliced open like a ripe grapefruit.’ An elementary form of sentimentality was always welcome: ‘Was he in love with you?’ me – ‘hmm.’ him – ‘I’m sure he’s in love with you.’ me – ‘The other morning I was pretending to sleep and I heard him whispering “I love you, Catherine; I love you, Catherine,” and these breathy words were accompanied by a little movement of his belly, not as if he were fucking but more like a big cat twitching in its sleep.’ A sentimentality corrupted by the jealousy of a third party: ‘Does he know you fuck the whole gang? He’s jealous isn’t he?’ The antics of another friend of mine who fucked me by lying me down on his work table right in the middle of a high tech studio, while presenting his dick like a monstrous pistil emerging from the corolla of floaty, crotchless women’s knickers – a baroque touch in that austere setting – particularly appealed to him. I had to narrate it dozens of times, without having to embellish it with variations and even after I had stopped seeing the other friend. If I could come shortly after masturbating, that morning when I woke up, or in the office, in such and such a position and having made myself come x number of times in succession, that was good too. I never invented an adventure that hadn’t happened, and my descriptions betrayed reality no more than any transposition inevitably does. As I have already pointed out, the realm of fantasy and the realm of experience may well be close neighbours but, to me, they are still independent of each other like a landscape painting and the corner of the countryside that it actually represents; there is more of the artist’s interior vision than reality in the painting. The fact that, from then on, we see that reality through the prism of the painting does not stop the trees from growing or their leaves from dropping. It is not unusual, at an orgy, for a man occupying a pussy that has already been well reconnoitred to worry about the effect his predecessors may have had. ‘You were crying out earlier. Tell me about it. He’s got a big cock, hasn’t he? He must have really had to ram it in and you liked it. You were behaving like a woman in love. Don’t deny it, I saw you.’ I have to admit that sometimes, contrary to expectations, I would reply honestly – no, I liked his cock just as much – because at the time I hadn’t learned to correct my scrupulous instincts, but also because of my writer’s unwillingness to repeat myself.

But usually this chronicling of events took place outside of carnal exchanges. In that instance, the words hang in the space between those who are speaking, like a house of cards built up by their play of questions and answers, and which they hope won’t suddenly crumble in the face of prematurely salacious confessions or a curiosity which too quickly becomes indiscreet. While driving in his clapped out little car, one friend asked me almost curtly: How old were you when you started to swing? What sort of people did you meet at orgies? Middle class types? Were there lots of girls? How many men had you in one evening? Did you come every time? My replies were equally matter of fact. At one point he pulled in by the side of the kerb, not so that we could touch each other but to pursue the interrogation, his face quite relaxed, his eyes focused well beyond the end of the street. Did I take several at the same time, in my pussy and in my mouth? ‘That’s tops, and giving two others hand jobs at the same time.’ This particular friend was a journalist; he ended up interviewing me for a review he wrote for.

In my immediate circle of friends, it was a question of keeping the excitement at a certain level verbally so that all the members of the club could clandestinely identify each other anywhere, at a work-related meeting or at a party, and could tolerate the potentially conventional nature of the event, for example at a house-warming party where there are lots of guests. They come and go in the huge studio where there isn’t anywhere to sit. ‘Is that guy there the one you have such a fantastic time with? That’s great; he’s not much to look at, but that doesn’t mean anything. What the hell does he do to you?’ I reply with a nod of the head; it’s true that he’s ugly and, more than that, he’s out of place here. In my wanderings I come across lots of different kinds of people and I like arranging for these worlds to meet. I made sure he was invited even though they didn’t know him. Someone comes and asks me who the guy is in the hopelessly outdated hippie smock. All the same… When I spend the night with him, lying on top of each other on his bed, we suck each other off for hours. During a sixty-nine it really gets me going to rub my breasts against a slightly rubbery tummy. ‘It’s true, you seem to go for chubby ones.’ me – ‘I dreamt I met François Mittérand at an orgy!… and I like them not that clean too… I’m pretty sure he never brushes his teeth.’ ‘You’re disgusting. He’s married isn’t he?’ me – ‘I’ve seen a picture of his wife. So ugly you wouldn’t believe it…’ That gets me going too. My voice is no louder than usual, but I give details only sparingly. I take pleasure in evoking this dirtiness and this contagious ugliness, at the same time savouring the disgust of the man questioning me. ‘You suck each other. And then?’ me – ‘You can’t imagine the way he moans…. when I lick his arse… he gets in the doggie position, his arse is so white… he wriggles it when I burrow my nose into it. Then I get onto all fours… He finishes quickly, with short little thrusts which are – how shall I put this – very precise.’ The man I’m talking to swings too but I happen never to have slept with him. I’m not especially attracted to him either. The man I’m referring to is not the sort to assail me with questions but he listens to me and, in the end, because everyone ends up calling their friends’ friends by their first names even if they haven’t met them themselves, I think of him as part of the group.

The more sociable I became, the better I cultivated my innate pragmatism in all aspects of sexual exchanges. Having, in the early days, tested various partners’ receptivity to triangular games, I adapted the words I used. A faint, luxurious aura around me was enough for some whereas others, as I have illustrated, wanted to enjoy by proxy every last fingering. Added to this is the fact that even the most truthful speech is obviously never absolute, is always indexed by the way feelings have evolved. I was very talkative with Jacques at first but then I had to cope, more or less well and anyway belatedly, with the ban imposed on sexual adventures and accounts of these adventures the moment our relationship was perceived and lived as one of love, even though more than once I read descriptions of erotic scenes in Jacques’ books which could only have been reworkings of anecdotes I had told him. Of all the men that I saw for any length of time, only two brought my panoramic exposés to an abrupt halt. And even then I am pretty sure that these details they didn’t want to know, and which were therefore not mentioned, still formed a central part of our exchanges.

Those who obey moral principles are probably better equipped to confront demonstrations of jealousy than those with a libertine philosophy which leaves them feeling helpless in the face of passion. A person can prove their extensive and sincere liberality by sharing the pleasure they take with the person they most love, only for it to be pierced, without any warning, by an exactly proportional intolerance. Jealousy may have been bubbling within them like a source, and as the bubbles burst they might even have been giving a regular and subterranean form of irrigation to their libidinal field, until – suddenly – they formed a torrent and then the entire conscious mind is submerged by it, as has been described by so many people. I have learned this from observation as well as from experience. I personally have experienced my confrontations with these passionate expressions of jealousy in a sort of daze which even the brutal death of a loved one did not provoke. And I had to read Victor Hugo, yes, I had to go and seek out that portrayal of God the father, to understand that this torpor is comparable to the sort of denial displayed by children. ‘To accept facts as they are does not belong to realms of childhood. [A child forms] impressions as his terror grows but without making any connection between the two and without drawing any conclusions,’ I once read in L’Homme qui rit, finally finding an explanation for my mindless inertia. And I can confirm that, even after you have done all the growing you should do, you can still experience what I would describe as follows: a misunderstanding of an injustice which even stops you from seeing the feelings within that injustice. I was once beaten all the way along the path that runs from the rue Las Cases towards the area around the church of Notre-Dame-des-Champs, beaten and trampled in the gutter and, when I got back to my feet, forced to walk on by a series of punches to the top of my neck and my shoulders, the way they used to drive common thieves to the dungeons. We had just left a party which had had nothing of an orgy about it, but had at one point been enlivened by a sort of conga round the apartment during which a fairly prominent man had taken advantage of our passage through the ill-lit sitting room to push me onto a sofa and drench my ear with his saliva. And yet the friend who beat me had already come with me to other parties with much more dissolute ends. When, later that night, I retraced our steps all the way up the path, in the vain hope of finding a piece of jewellery which had fallen off under his blows, my thoughts were focused exclusively on this specific loss. On another occasion, one of my unwisely detailed accounts earned me a less furious – although equally aggressive – revenge: a slash with a razor on my right shoulder while I lay sleeping on my tummy, but not before the blade had been carefully disinfected on the gas hob in the kitchen. The scar that I still have, in the shape of a stupid little mouth, is a good illustration of what I felt at the time.

My own jealousy has been episodic. If I have used my sexual itinerary to satisfy my intellectual and professional curiosity, I have nevertheless remained perfectly indifferent to my friends’ love lives and marriages. It even goes beyond indifference, perhaps contempt. I have had rushes of jealousy only with the men I have lived with and then, oddly, on a quite different basis in both cases. It pained me every time Claude was seduced by a woman whom I judged to be prettier than myself. I am not ugly, but on condition that you take my appearance as a whole, not thanks to anything remarkable about my features. It galled me that I couldn’t enhance my sexual performances – which, in principle, had no limitations – with a physical appearance which, itself, could not be improved. I would really have loved it if the girl who gave the best blow-job, the one who was always first to get going at an orgy, hadn’t been short, her eyes slightly too close together, a long nose etc. I could describe incredibly accurately the physical traits that attracted Claude: a triangular face and the hairstyle of one of the secretaries whose slender chest provided a contrast to set off her rounded shoulders and conical breasts; the palecoloured eyes of another woman, who had brown hair like myself; the smooth temples and doll-like cheeks of a third. It goes without saying that such a powerful contradiction to the principles of sexual freedom meant that this agony could not be articulated and, therefore, reduced me to scenes and crying fits that were all the more implacable, and hysterical displays worthy of a Paul Richer drawing.

With Jacques, my jealousy took the form of a terrible feeling of eviction. The images I could draw up of some woman who, in my absence, would hide the end of his organ from view with her croup in a setting that was familiar to us, or whose whole enormous, ever expanding body inhabited the smallest part of our environment – the running board of the car, the leafy design of a sofa cover, the side of the sink you lean on with your tummy when you rinse out a cup – or whose hairs might even be left inside my motorbike helmet, these images caused me such acute pain that I had to extricate myself from them with the most drastic fantasising. I would imagine that, having caught them in the act, I would leave the house, set off along the boulevard Diderot towards the Seine, which wasn’t far away, and throw myself in. Or I would go on walking to the point of exhaustion, and I would be taken to hospital, speechless and out of my wits. Another, less pathetic, escape route consisted in intensive masturbatory activity. As I have already begun to disclose the sort of narratives that sustain this activity, it might be interesting if I said something about the modifications they undergo at a given point. My wanderings over waste land and the delivery-boy characters, profiteering phlegmatically from the situation, were replaced by a limited repertoire of scenes in which I myself no longer appeared and in which Jacques was the only male figure, accompanied by one or other of his girlfriends. The scenes would be partly imaginary, partly constructed from snippets harvested by trespassing into Jacques’ notebooks or his letters, because he himself is not very talkative on the subject. Cramped in an Austin parked under a railway bridge, he keeps her head down on his belly, holding it carefully with both hands as if manipulating the glass dome that houses a precious object, until his cum has spurted into the back of her throat and he has heard the ‘hic’ as she swallows reticently. Or a big white backside exposed on the sofa in the sitting room like a gigantic mushroom, and Jacques sinking into it as he slaps it smartly. Another option is for the girl to be standing with one foot up on a stool, in the position some women adopt to insert a tampon; Jacques, hanging on to her hips and braced on his tip-toes, pokes her in the same configuration: from behind. I would systematically orgasm at the point in my narrative when I allowed Jacques to ejaculate, when the watchful eye in my mind recognised that powerful asymmetrical contraction of his face. This confiscation of my old fantasies eventually produced a defensive reaction, but I still needed considerable perseverance and an effort of will for the sequences in which I myself was the protagonist to take back that zone of my imagination.

I cannot close this chapter on exchanges (which, like a silkworm’s cocoon, covers and constitutes the sexual relation) without bringing up my only failed attempt at prostitution. When I heard mention of Madame Claude, I would always succumb to fanciful daydreams about high-class prostitution, envying Catherine Deneuve’s character in Belle de jour, but I would have been completely incapable of negotiating the least exchange of this sort. People used to say that Lydie, the only woman I knew who took the initiative like a man during an orgy, had spent several days in a brothel in Palermo in order to earn enough money to throw a fantastic party for one of her friends. There was something mythical about this to me, and it left me stunned. I have made enough references to my shyness, to my characteristic of excessive reserve, for the reasons to be clear. To establish a mercenary relationship, you have to negotiate an exchange of words or at least signals, the sort of complicity which forms the basis of all conversations and which would have seemed, to me, closely related to the preliminaries of seduction that I avoided. In both cases, in order to keep to your side of the deal, you have to take into the account your partner’s attitudes and responses. Now, even at the first contact, I knew only how to focus on the body. It is only when I have, as it were, found my bearings with the body, when the grain of the skin and its particular pigmentation have become familiar to me, or I have learned to adjust my own body to it, that my attention could focus onto the person themselves, often – as I have said – to form a sincere and lasting friendship. But by then it would no longer be right to be asking for money.

I was short of it still. An old school friend wanted to help me out. A contact of hers had asked whether she would like to meet a woman who was keen to be introduced to very young women. She did not dare go herself but thought that I might be interested. She had an idea that doing that with a woman was less ‘consequential’ than with a man. I was given a rendezvous in a café in Montparnasse, with a suspicious go-between, a man of about thirty-five who looked like an estate agent. As a precaution, a friend watched me from a distance. I don’t remember anything about the conversation or the proposed arrangements; I seem to think the guy was very careful to describe the woman we were meant to be meeting while I, probably unable to imagine myself cast as a prostitute, switched the roles in my mind’s eye and imagined this woman as an ageing call girl, with bleached hair and loose, floaty underwear, lying back on a furry bedcover with silent authority. Despite my naivety, I realised as soon as he took me to one of the little hotels I knew on the rue Jules-Chaplain that I would never see the woman. Perhaps the fact that he had spoken about her so much had immediately and definitively sent her back to the realms of imagination. The room was pleasantly cosy; he switched on both bedside lights but without bothering to switch off the overhead light, undid his zip straight away and asked me to suck him, in the same tone of voice as a man apologising for bumping into you on the Metro even though he seems to think it’s your fault. I carried out the job, only too relieved that I no longer had to face his rudeness. He lay down on the satin bedcover, he had a good hard erection and was easy to handle. I sucked him steadily without tiring, resting squarely on my knees which were perpendicular to his hips – one of the most comfortable positions. I was keen to finish with it because my thoughts were spinning round in my head. Should I say anything more about the woman we were meant to be meeting? That would be stupid. Should I ask for money for this fellatio? But shouldn’t I have done that first? What was I going to tell the friend who was waiting for me? I was surprised by the sincere and youthful, abandoned expression on his face when he came, it was such a contrast to the way he behaved; it was also the only time in my life that I saw out the pleasure of a man I didn’t like. I still have a clear image of the room as it was when we left it, the immaculate bedspread, the untouched chairs and the uncluttered surfaces of the little bedside tables under the lampshades. I denied it, but I could not disguise from the attentive friend who met me on a nearby terrace that I had made extensive use of my mouth. A blow-job, especially if it is well done, bruises the insides of the lips. If you keep on going backwards and forwards with your mouth it’s better to protect the activated member by curling your lips over your teeth – at least, that’s the way I have always proceeded. ‘Your lips are all swollen’, said my friend, telling me I was a fool. The young man who looked like an estate agent had followed me. He insulted us, claiming we had tried to con him in some way. I couldn’t quite see how. He didn’t press the point.

The teasing I have had for offering my body so easily but not knowing how to make money out of it! I was with men who were relatively well off, but I wasn’t the sort to go through the acting out that would have been necessary if I were to gain any material advantage from them – advantages that they doubtless conferred on other girls. If I had to make a list – like heads of state who have to keep records of gifts received from ambassadors or foreign heads of state – the spoils would be meagre: a pair of sparkly orange stockings that I have never worn, three thick 1930s bangles in bakelite, a pair of off-white knitted shorts (definitely one of the first styles to come out in the winter 1970 prêt-à-porter collection) with a matching top, an authentic Berber wedding dress, a watch from a newsagent, a plastic brooch with a baroque geometric design typical of the early ‘80s, a necklace and a ring by Zolotas which, sadly, tarnished very quickly, a pearl-edged pareo, a Japanese brand electric dildo, along with three little metallic balls which are meant to be inserted into the vagina to stimulate during the act which never worked for me … I should add a contribution to the first dress I ever bought from a YSL boutique, a bath towel, also YSL, as well as extensive free dental care, and a loan of several thousand francs that I never had to repay. My taxi and my air fare have always been paid for. ‘You looked lost,’ someone who knew me when I was very young tells me, ‘and people just couldn’t help themselves giving you 100-franc notes.’ I must have gone on looking like that to men all my life, not like a woman who was after money, far from it, but like an adolescent who was no good at earning her living and who needed helping out with a bit of pocket money. I have, of course, excluded from this list all the presents Jacques gave me, given that our relationship was of a different order, and I consider as separate the works given to me by artists which I always think – as, indeed I do every time my professional interests have been closely linked with my sexual relationships – that they gratify the art critic in me just as much as, when that is their intention, they do the lover.

Always first times

We do not stick to the same sexual diet all the way through our lives! This may be due to our emotional circumstances (all our desires may be channelled through one person) but also to those times when we take stock of ourselves, thanks to changes which may have intervened in aspects of our lives not necessarily connected with love (moving house, illness, a new professional or intellectual environment …), when we find ourselves outside the track we had been following. I can think of two occasions when my sexual dispersion was stalled. When Jacques and I were preparing to live together, he wrote to tell me that we should hide absolutely nothing from each other, we should not lie to each other. Now, it just happened that I had formed some relationships that I thought he would not be happy about. I managed to avoid a couple of meetings, to space out my orgies and to go through with the rest in a guilt-ridden state which I had hardly ever experienced before and which had an inhibiting effect, moderate but nonetheless real. On the other hand, one particular orgy which was in no way extraordinary, marked a turning point for me. I knew the couple who were our hosts, and – because he had just taken on the management of a big newspaper and she was a singer – I thought of them as parodies of characters from Citizen Kane. I had already fucked, if not both of them, certainly him. There were some distinguished guests, and they had split into two groups: one in a bedroom, the other on a sofa which stood rather oddly in the middle of a sitting room, lit by a chandelier. I was on the sofa, definitely glad to be in the group that was better lit, and active as I always was. I rather liked our host’s dick, a short sturdy organ whose proportions made it a reduced model of his entire, compact body. Some people started to head for the bedroom, where a young woman buried in a deep eiderdown and waving her limbs in the air like a baby in its cot was hidden under the succession of broad backs that came and covered her, and whose cries could be heard all over the apartment. I observed this sort of extrovert behaviour with placid indifference. One of the participants expressed their admiration, saying she was ‘really going for it’, and I thought this was stupid. I went back to relax on the sofa. I thought that this young woman had taken up centre stage which, till then, had been mine, and that I should have been jealous of her, but my jealousy was lukewarm. For the first time ever, I was pausing during one of those sessions in which I normally operated without stopping. And I appreciated that pause in the same way as I valued those moments when I withdrew into myself during a meal or meeting with friends. Of course I wondered about this new reaction of mine. The answer I found was that by constantly talking openly about these sort of practices with people who did or did not perform them; by commenting on them and interpreting them, usually with the arsenal of a lay psychoanalyst (which had the same effect on me as a cavalry regiment pitching up in the middle of a defiant Indian encampment); in short, by heading for a couch three times a week not to fuck but to talk about it, I had – without realising it – taken on the role not only of an active member but also of an observer.

And it was when I moved away from the centre of the spiral that I discovered something: my pleasure was never more intense than when it was the first time, not the first time that I made love with someone, but the first time we kissed; even the first embrace was enough. Obviously there were exceptions. Be that as it may, in most cases, even if what followed was not unpleasant, it was a bit like biting into the cone when you no longer have a mouthful of icecream to melt on your tongue, it had all the attraction of a painting that you admire but on which you are feasting your eyes for the fifteenth time. If I was taken by surprise, the pleasure was overwhelming. It is these situations which provide some of my clearest recollections of orgasms. I can cite them: late at night, crossing the huge lobby of an Intercontinental hotel; the elegant and distinguished assistant who has been travelling across the country with me for two weeks catches hold of my arm when we have just said goodnight to each other, pulls me to him and kisses me on the mouth. ‘In the morning, I’ll come and see you in your room.’ I can feel the spasm rising right up to my stomach and I set off towards the tiny little receptionists in the distance, twisting my ankle as I go. Another time, I dive down onto the carpet next to the master of the house who, slightly drunk, has crashed out on the floor next to some other guests, and who pulls me towards him by tugging under the neck of my sweater, and kisses me slowly with one of those cinema kisses that makes your head roll from side to side; this was not an evening destined to turn into an orgy, his wife was holding a conversation in the next room, one of his friends who was sitting on the floor like us and whose face happened to be on a level with ours, watched us in amazement. I go completely limp. And more: going to see the ‘Dernier Picasso’ exhibition at the Pompidou Centre with Bruno, with him there is always an element of chance. As he goes out of my field of vision while I go up to one of the paintings, his presence becomes all the more vivid and I am caught unawares by a brief but very distinct secretory discharge. As I carry on looking at the exhibition, I can feel the slimy patch on my tights shifting as I walk first against the lips of my vagina, then against the swell of my inner thigh. Now, whereas in an early period of my life I didn’t really care whether I experienced these feelings in more extensive contact, or during penetration, later on, when I had come to understand how singularly limited it was, I started to hope that that faraway tensing of an indefinable part of my lower abdomen and the famous wave that dissipated it could be repeated again and again as a relationship continued.

As I approached middle age I had two successive relationships, one easy-going, the other emotionally charged, but they nevertheless both followed a similar pattern: I took the time to take on board the desire I felt for the other, and this made that desire all the more pronounced; it culminated in passionate episodes of copulating during which my satisfaction was never as complete as it had been in the inaugural physical contact. For many years I faithfully maintained a friendship with the man who went to the Picasso exhibition with me, but it was threatened periodically by bursts of desire, sometimes aggressive, frustrated, not satisfactorily fulfilled, etc. It was my only truly chaotic experience. I would go to see him every day for weeks on end, then one day I would ring on the door and there would be no reply; the door would stay closed for several weeks, months even. And this would go on until my incredulous persistence was at last rewarded by a hoarse interjection on the telephone, authorising me to come before him once again. Probably because of this climate of uncertainty, I very frequently came instantly to orgasm with him. We would talk volubly, exchanging impressions of books, usually standing in a sparse interior that would have made a Quaker feel at home. Time would pass and I would move towards him. ‘Do we want a little cuddle?’ he would ask in the preoccupied but affectionate voice of an adult disturbed in their work by a child. Then his hand would push aside my knickers, and two fingers, four, would elicit a brief, anguished cry from me, because it was as much a sensation of suffocating surprise as of pleasure. He himself would derive pleasure from the fact that the passage was already dripping. We were generous with our kisses and caresses. He made sweeping movements. If I was lying down, he would brush aside the sheet with the same gesture that he used to stroke my breasts throughout; I could lie straight and motionless on my back while his palm swept up and down my entire length, as if I had been but a sketch. When it was my turn to attend to him, in contrast I explored him minutely, paying special attention to the folds in his body, behind the ear, his groin, his armpits, the parting between his buttocks. I even scoured the furrowed lines in the crook of his hands. Throughout these preliminaries, I kept thinking how delicious it would be later on when he made up his mind to turn me over and take me the way I like it, from behind, when he grabbed my buttocks and smacked into them loudly and abruptly with his hips. I particularly like it when the dick jerks in and out; every three or four pumps, a slightly harder thrust comes as a glorious surprise. And yet it was only on a few exceptional occasions that I felt the same intense pleasure as when his fingers opened up the way. So I would start thinking that perhaps the next time I would, and I busied myself – if I had to – trying to force the resistance of that closed door, or of the moral lesson.

Before that, I had had a relationship with the author of the failed photographs taken in my office. He would arrange to meet me either in a hotel near Gobelins or in a disused apartment near the Gare de L’Est that was lent to him. These meetings were always at an ungodly hour for anyone trying to carry on professional activities that were just a tad dependent on office hours: between eleven o’clock and midday, between half past three and four o’clock in the afternoon… the day before I could already feel the anticipation of my snatch responding to the vibrating metro seat while I looked forward to our reunion. The feeling could be so maddening that I sometimes preferred to get off a few stops before my destination and to calm myself down by walking. That man could lick my snatch indefinitely. His tongue moved languorously, diligently parting all the folds of the vulva, knowingly describing circles round the clitoris then licking broadly like a young dog over the opening. The need to feel his organ breaching that gap became imperative. When at last he penetrated, just as softly and delving just as meticulously as he had with his tongue, my pleasure never managed to measure up to the escalation of desire.

Given the journeys I had to make to get to these rendezvous in only a short space of time, we sometimes missed each other. If he didn’t turn up, I would stay lying on the bed, swinging my legs, my wanting wedged painfully between my legs, stopping me from closing them like a cross-strut. Afterwards I felt an apparently insurmountable oppression, it stopped me completing the day’s tasks, going back to the office, making telephone calls, or making even the simplest decisions. How could I live a normal life until the next time we met, as if things were just fine? My gaping desire makes me feel like an abandoned wooden puppet, its stiff wooden legs spread helplessly, unable to move of their own free will. But happily this asthenia, which always hovers over me and varies in obsessiveness according to the situation, does not last. Even though I never consciously decide that it should be, the door of my office is always a perfectly impermeable screen, and I may well be dripping wet between the legs (or could have been through any kind of event), I have the happy gift of being able to throw myself into my work with the same facility.

Would I ever have thought of writing this book which opens with a chapter called ‘Numbers’, if I had not once experienced being a minute satellite which suddenly left the orbit where it had been held by a whole network of connections but which now no longer govern it? The lift off happened in two stages. Firstly, there were times when I found satisfaction less frequently, and I coped with this frustration less tolerantly than I have just described. My excitement could rise to very high levels. The signs that I took as precursors of an overwhelming pleasure were that my lips would turn cold and I would get goose pimples (I will come back to these sensations in more detail later). If, as had more frequently become the case, the process ground to a halt, I would feel as if an insurmountable obstacle towered in front of me instead of the vast release I had hoped for. Each time, in the very moment when my partner was moving away and I was closing my legs, I searched, with the same stubborn resolve as when I am trying to describe something in an article, for a definition of the feelings inside me which I could not put into words. What name should I give to this singular emotion? That was the question I put to myself. It was in fact, I’m sure, a loathing of whoever was next to me at the time, but one which was obviously independent of my feelings for him the rest of the time. But at that moment this loathing filled me as closely and as fully as a liquid metal occupies a mould. I struggled obstinately to describe it to myself, and I remember sometimes comparing it to another form of sculpture: Tony Smith’s hermetic dice. Luckily, in the same way that the oppression that came over me after a failed rendezvous never lasted beyond the trip back in the taxi or the metro, this lacerating hatred put up no resistance to my reflex to slip off to the bathroom. And I think that it was in that position, as I ran a towel between my legs, that I first thought I ought to tell all about it.

For a period which I think lasted three years, perhaps four, and which constitutes what I think of as the second stage, my opportunities for sexual contact became rarer and, when they did arise, they were more or less of the kind described above. I also spent long weeks alone in Paris in the summer with my time divided between long working days and nights cut short both by the heat and by all the usual stress. That was when I delved through a pile of underwear and found the dildo I had been given years before and had never used. It has two different functions which can each be operated at two speeds. At one end there was a doll’s head with a star on her forehead and a hairstyle that swept into wide curls around her neck, corresponding to the rolled edges of the glans. This head rotated in smaller or larger circles while something looking rather like a wild boar, attached half way down the shaft, quivered its extremely long tongue (either quickly or slowly) and was intended for the clitoris. The first time I used the thing, I came instantly, in one very long, perfectly identifiable, measurable spasm, and without needing to fantasize. I was completely taken aback. So an orgasm – an orgasm of the purest quality, even – could be achieved without perpetually having to return to that source, the thrill of the ‘first time’, by recreating various first times, and without even having time to convene my mental repertoire of delivery boys and workmen. I very often wept after these speedy sessions. They combined a painfully violent pleasure with the sensuous delight of being alone that I have already evoked, here slightly heightened by a touch of bitterness. The contrast between something that corresponded so accurately with what is known as solitary pleasure and my usual taste for plurality was comic. One time I thought to myself that if I was going to have to speak out about ‘the truth of the situation’, the book should be called The Sexual Life of Catherine M. It made me laugh all by myself.

Although poorly provided for by nature in the first place, I now have the benefit of very healthy teeth, thanks to an excellent dentist who never once sent me a bill. The first time he greeted me as usual in his surgery and then showed me through to another waiting room, not the one in which I usually waited, a bigger room furnished quite differently with antique and not modern furniture, it was a bizarre, disturbing experience; it was as if, by passing through a familiar doorway, I had been magically transported to a film set or into a dream. He left me there alone. Then burst into the room, pushed my clothes away from my breasts and my arse, caressed me and disappeared. Reappeared ten minutes later with a young woman. The three of us fucked. I only understood later that it was a double surgery with two waiting rooms leading to two adjoining treatment rooms. Julien went from one to the other, treating one patient while the dressings on another dried. If I (or one of his other girlfriends, or a combination of the two) was in one of the treatment rooms, he could, with tremendous sleight of hand, rev up his dick against one of our pussies, tidy it away, disappear through the connecting door, and then nip back. He usually ejaculated when he had scarcely penetrated. Alone he had designed and decorated this double surgery, working on it late into the evening after his last patients had left. At the weekend he competed in tennis tournaments to quite a high level. He would sometimes arrange to meet me in the afternoon, having booked a room in a five star hotel. I would check in, he would join me for a quarter of an hour and leave me the money to check out. I was fond of him. I was touched by the mysterious force that drove him in his tireless activity. And I identified with him to some extent, because I never stopped and as soon as I was in one place I wanted to be somewhere else, to see what was on the other side of the wall.

On a walk I hate coming back the same way that I set out. I study maps in minute detail to find a new way of getting to some piece of countryside, an edifice or a curiosity I haven’t yet seen. When I went to Australia, the furthest I could get from home on this earth, I realised that my perception of this distance could be compared to the concept of having no sexual barriers. While I was thinking about this, I wondered whether the joy of parenthood belonged to the same family of emotions. Éric’s ideas were in the same vein as these thoughts; he so cleverly adapted and changed the form our evenings took in the same way that (and these are his words) a ‘tour operator’ would. What mattered, he would point out, was to ‘widen the available space’.
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