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“Guy Kettelhack has written one of the smartest, wisest books on sex I’ve ever read.”

Frank Browning,
author of The Culture of Desire and ? Queer Geography




“Read this book. It will shock but may also comfort you.”

Quentin Crisp




“Not everyone chooses to be a sexual adventurer, but we all get to go along for the wild ride with Guy Kettelhack on this provocative, sexy, disturbing—at times, shocking—and ultimately revelatory journey.”

Eric Marcus,
author of Making History and Why Suicide? and
coauthor of Breaking the Surface




“Guy Kettelhack spares himself nothing in giving us insight into his search for his sexual identity. [He speaks] to readers who have faced similar conflicts in such a way that they will know they are not alone in their struggle.”

Dr. Sonya Friedman, author of Secret Lives




“Guy Kettelhack’s … book is an intimate, evenly argued, entertaining celebration of the variety of gay male sexuality…. His discussion manages to reflect the complexity of the human condition.”

Publishers Weekly




“Kettelhack offers sage, compassionate wisdom…. The quotes and bibliography alone make this book worth having.”

San Francisco Bay Times
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AUTHOR’S NOTE—AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This book is based on material generously shared with me by hundreds of gay men over the past twenty-five years of my life. Because of the intimate nature of their stories, all names and identifying characteristics have been changed to protect anonymity. This adherence to anonymity may seem a bit strange in a book that proclaims the healing rewards of opening up to each other about our sexual lives, feelings, and experiences. However, as open as I believe we need to be about sex, our sexual selves are so subtle and emotionally complex that they deserve, and seem to me to require, an anonymous forum in a book. Any conclusions drawn here are profoundly open-ended, and I do not want to foster the illusion that any man’s life can be summed up in a case history with a neat moral. We are more slippery than our momentary pronouncements; fundamental to this book is the idea that as we grow and change, our approaches to sex, love, and relationships change—sometimes radically. The gay men’s voices you’ll hear in these pages have in this sense been freed by not being tied to, and limited by, the names of “real people.”

There is, of course, another, more practical—and sadder—reason for anonymity. We continue to live in a rabidly homophobic society and thus, alas, continue to need to guard the most vulnerable information about ourselves. That said, I’ve tried to tell a good deal of truth—details, not names—of my own sexual experience. As much as the book seems to me to require keeping other men’s stories anonymous, it beckoned to me to let ‘er rip—and be, if necessary, its sacrificial lamb. Perhaps vainly (in two senses of the word), I hope that my disclosures will beckon to you to tell the truth about your own sexual self; I’d like to think that my example might give some hope that you can break the silence and survive—even thrive.

This book is not about AIDS, even though, obviously, no book about sex and gay men can avoid the issue. Sex has for too long been equated with death because of AIDS. We have never more needed a book that separates the two and invites us to explore and once again take joy in the power and mystery of sex, the endless and fascinating information about ourselves we can derive from it. Sex is undoubtedly dangerous—indeed that’s a profound premise of this book—but not primarily because of AIDS. As Frank Browning writes in The Culture of Desire, “We forget the simplest, plainest truth: To be alive is to be at risk. Nowhere can sex be altogether safe, because sex is, for most of us, our primary, residual, atavistic connection to the realm of animal existence.” Sex is dangerous because it connects us with the most primal experience of life.

Each man you’ll meet in these pages has come to his own peace about the sexual risks he is willing to take. Nothing herein implies or will encourage you to adopt any rigid definition of, or prescriptive advice concerning, “safer sex.” My only stance about this topic derives from my most heartfelt aim in these pages, to help you find and cultivate the self in sex, not the self-hate. This inevitably implies an equally heartfelt correlative: do everything you can to live, not die. How you do that is your own business.

I thank the following people for helping me, throughout my life, to understand the multiple journeys this book describes: Donald Thomson, Dennis Gubb, Robert Echols, Peter John-stone, Bill Cook, D.G., A.F., Luc Gilbert, Ross Jacobs, Hubertus Baumgarten, Chris Mertz, and most especially my war-torn former lover of so many years, Richard Bell, who oversaw so much of my embryonic growth and loved me anyway. Laura Wirth, Orese Fahey, Diana Fanning, Danna Faulds, Robin Harvey, Catherine Synan Green, Ingrid Bartinique, Ann Barker, Marcie Rogers, Dr. Bonnie Jacobson, Donna Boguslav—their friendship and understanding and love have helped me to find the “shaman” aspects of myself that balance out the “warrior.” Agent Connie Clausen was my savior when I needed one: when she first met me, in 1982, she saw through the wounded animal and found the writer. My gratitude to her is lifelong. Thanks to Genevieve Field and Elyse Cheney, her assistants, for helping me to hone the proposal that sold this.

Collective thanks to the New York and Boston Centers for Modern Psychoanalytic Studies for helping me to develop the theoretical underpinnings of this book (particularly chapter 4); and particularly to Faye Miller, brilliant analyst and instructor at both centers, for demonstrating that it’s possible to bring all of our murderous, yearning, sorrowful, and joyful impulses to consciousness—and survive. Reuven Closter, CSW, the single most important human reason I’ve been able to translate so many inchoate fears, feelings, longings, and dreams into anything approaching readable prose: he is a magician, a sorcerer, to whom I owe, in some ways, my life as well as the discovery that I had the stuff to write a book like this. A grateful nod to the forces behind the Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Alliance at my alma mater, Middlebury College, particularly for the forum they gave me in the spring of 1994, where I delivered a sort of proto-version of this book in a talk as part of weekend-long conference on gay, lesbian, and bisexual issues. Immeasurable thanks to Peter Hammond, because he is Huck and I am Tom; Quentin Crisp, the most completely realized human being I know (even if, however unwisely, I have gone ahead and ignored his caveat: “Oh, dear, don’t tell gay men to have more sex”); David Groff, the editor who acquired this book, who gave me the push off the diving board I needed—and more confidence that I could swim once I hit the water than he knows. Karen Rinaldi, the editor who saw the book through—that outrageously beautiful, brilliant woman who scooped up this book with a passion and an intensity for which I can never adequately thank her—also brought a sharp editorial focus to it, one that has made it a far better book than it would otherwise have been.

It seems a bit disingenuous to express my gratitude to Sigmund Freud, but because I refer to him in these pages, sometimes in ways that may seem unquestioning, a word about his impact on me and this book is in order. I align myself with Jonathan Lear, who (in Love and Its Place in Nature) sees Freud as a “speculative metaphysician.” The theory and practice of psychoanalysis to which Freud gave birth seems to me more an art than a science, and I find myself stirred, in the same way powerful literature stirs me, by certain principles to which he first gave voice. In other words, I take Freud speculatively, “using” him as a source of some of the most powerful metaphors I’ve encountered about the birth and development of the human psyche: that’s the light in which I hope to have invoked him here.

I’m grateful to have had what amounts to a sound track for the writing of Dancing Around the Volcano, the Deutsche Grammophon recording (437 249–2) of Wilhelm Kempff playing the Brahms Fantasies and Intermezzi—the combined artistry and “warrior/shaman” yearning of composer and pianist somehow, mysteriously, added to the form and content of this book (you might, if you like Brahms, put it on as you read). The memory of my brother Robert Alan Kettelhack also permeates every word of this: his message that joy is the point of life was and is the light at the end of every tunnel I’ve faced.

And then there is Frank, to whom this book is dedicated, and to whom I hope to continue to make it clear, for as long as he’ll let me, why. I love him with all my fierce and complicated heart.


What perhaps makes sensual pleasure so terrible is that it teaches us we have a body. Up to that point, it has served us only for living. Then we realize that this body has its own special existence, its own dreams, its own will, and that until our death we shall have to take account of it, give in to it, negotiate with it, or struggle against it. We feel (we believe we feel) that our soul is only its finest dream. Sometimes, alone, before a mirror which redoubled my anguish, it would occur to me to ask what I had in common with my body, with its pleasures or its ills, as if I did not belong to it. But I do belong to it, my dear. This body, which appears so fragile, is nonetheless more durable than my virtuous resolutions, perhaps even more durable than my soul.

—Marguerite Yourcenar, Alexis

The world exists because we love it.

—Jonathan Lear, Love and Its Place in Nature
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I ONCE DESPAIRED OF EVER KNITTING together the Jekyll and Hyde halves of me. Jekyll: the sensitive, caring, responsible, aboveboard public me; Hyde: the dark, sexual, amoral beast. Certainly, for most of my life, Hyde was by far the more fun half, even if the experiences and fantasies he produced have led to (and, in part, been created by) some of my greatest fears, guilts, and conflicts.

A late night I spent about six years ago in a dark S&M cellar in lower Manhattan called the Vault seems to me now a condensation of all that was and is most exciting and satisfying about Hyde. It was after midnight; I was sitting—sprawling back, legs spread wide—in the light of a red lamp on a peeling black vinyl couch, displaying a hairy chest in my open black leather jacket, erasing my eyes with mirror shades (which made the already dimroom almost disappear), spotlighting my crotch (the red light hit it squarely on the dick) in a torn, sweaty jockstrap, my feet encased in thick athletic socks and beat-up, black, shit-kicker boots (the rest of my clothes—jeans, basically—had been checked at the door). Ah! What freedom it was to sit back, pat my half-hard cock through the jockstrap pouch, and wait. I felt as if I had all the time in the world: in fact, time had stopped. There was no reality but this dim red darkness, this wonderful eternal expectancy. I was powerful, like a cat in the grass, waiting and watching for prey. If anyone wanted to know who a potent half of the real me was, he had only to take a look at this spotlit, bearded, sweaty man in the corner of the Vault.

A slim piece of prey finally moved in and sat down next to me on the couch; I got a whiff of him from the flannel shirt he was wearing—God, how wonderfully flannel holds a man’s scent! He reached over to my jockstrap and stroked my dick through the pouch. I took my shades off and saw a hungry, handsome, young, mustached face. In one strong sweep, I pulled him over with my right hand and kissed him, roughly, deep-throating him. Pliant, sensual, he chewed on my lip a little before I disembarked to lean back for a moment, away from him, to study him, look in his eyes, which seemed both to beseech and challenge. He produced that involuntary curl of the lip that all men seem to produce when they dunk a basketball, dance, fuck, or get fucked: a hormonal male challenge, a concentrated look of male aggression. Suddenly, almost absently, I backhand slapped him, lightly, in the face, to see how he’d respond to rougher treatment. He moaned softly, “Ah, oui, oui … Encore …”

Good God: he was French. He spoke almost no English. This made him perfect—European, foreign, an ideal dreamlike man to play with on this couch in this cellar, no need to talk, only to touch—disembodied, almost; no reality past the smell and heft of him in my arms, past the feeling of his hand stroking my dick, past the fantasy in which he was a willing participant, past the sheer complete feeling of animality, of maleness, that suffused me and made me feel alive.

This felt like the secret, truest me—the part I kept hidden from the bright public world in which I felt forced to spend my daylight hours. I could only be myself in the dark. And I was convinced that the components of me I called Jekyll—the aspiring psychoanalyst, the talented violinist, the writer who spoke warmly to civilized editors and colleagues—were, while true enough effusions of my personality, still mainly the surface of me. They didn’t get to the heart—or the balls. Satisfying Jekyll’s needs didn’t have anywhere near the impact and relief of satisfying Hyde’s.

However, the meaning of this moment—of allowing Hyde full play—didn’t really deepen until the following morning. I had a planning session with one of the psychologists with whom I was collaborating on a book, one in a series of “how to be happy” self-help books directed mainly to heterosexual women, which had lately become my largest stock-in-trade. As I sat with my ebullient coauthor, a woman who had a thriving (almost entirely heterosexual) practice, and whom I respected and liked for what seemed to be her unshakable and contagious optimism about the human capacity for positive change, my mind kept darting back to the previous night in the Vault. The sun poured into her office; the psychologist was talking about a shy, mousy woman who did not believe her opinion counted for anything, who was accommodating to a devastating fault, but who, in group session, finally took a leap—for the first time in her therapeutic life, she disagreed, at first quietly, and then with greater passion, with someone else in the group. As she drummed up her courage to express a passionate opinion, it was as if she had lit some inner fire: her eyes blazed, she came to unprecedented life. The group was silent as she gained momentum; they had never seen her emerge so strongly, so singularly, so vividly, before. I forget what it was she was disagreeing about; but the content of her thought wasn’t the point. Her passion was the point. Her emergence was the point.

As I listened, I relived the excitement I had felt in the Vault, the anticipation of some primal contact, the audacity of showing my sexual self so blatantly, and realized that the freedom I felt was not so different from my coauthor’s description of this mouse-turned-lioness. Some column of fire was allowed to burst forth; some pure current of self forged its way through the woman’s wary defenses, and she was transformed. My Vault moment was pivotal not because it was new—I had found numerous dark ways to let this sexual beast out before—but because, now, the morning after, in this sunny psychologist’s office, it meshed with my daylight world. It did not seem so irrevocably apart. Managing appetites, managing the psyche’s ache to express itself (battling powerful defenses against self-expression), was something that drove me, drove the mouse/lioness, continually—in the light as well as the dark. My mind freely darted back to other images in the Vault, other men there in the red sexual dimness, six or so males clustering in the corner watching two godlike twenty-one-year-olds kiss and slowly disrobe each other; the frightened men, the men who watched nervously from the sidelines, the men who kept their clothes on, eyes wide, unsure of what it was they wanted, or that they had the right and the wherewithal to get it. I saw a spectrum of selves wrestling with their ids, alternately resisting and giving in to the force of their columns of fire. I felt my own “sadistic” sexual urges again, the satisfaction of getting rough with my Frenchman, his willing receptivity to my fire; somehow in the light of the psychologist’s office, in the light of my day-life, it was suddenly clear to me how volcanic this psychic urge to “be” is—how it never lets up, despite the formidable resistances we set against it. My psychologist’s lioness, this formerly locked-up heterosexual woman, suddenly lit from within, crept into the Vault with me and looked around and smiled. “Yes,” she seemed to say in this vision, “I see what you’re doing. Go for it.”

Go for what? What were all these consenting gay male adults consenting to? Simply to use each other in “forbidden” sexual ways: to “act out” aggressions in the most direct manner possible? No—the consent went deeper and wider than that. The consent was internal before it was external: each of these men responded to an inner call from the ego to the id: “Come out, Hyde, I need you.” The Red Sea of the vast and imperious superego (the conscience) parted, and a huge dark, muscular army of sex was allowed to plow through. The consent was, even if consigned for many of these men entirely to the 2 A.M. darkness of the Vault (and to no other conscious part of their lives), between and among the warring parts of each of these men’s selves.

That “Red Sea” is formidable for most gay men: when it rushes back to drown the army (which it almost always does after the army fucks itself to completion, or—as in the case of the wary wallflowers in the Vault—sorrowfully admits defeat), it can rush in with a terrible vengeance. “How dare you summon up this army? You’re sick. You’re evil. You’re an unspeakable animal. Go home and repent.” The sources of this Red Sea are deep and lifelong, but they are not only the external forces of family and culture holding (still holding) the very idea of homosexuality in vicious contempt. The warring elements in us are internal, too. They are part of the bargain of being human. The war, in other words, is inescapable, and societal change—making homosexuality more culturally acceptable—will not entirely solve the conflict. The catch-22 is that we need our superegos: they give us necessary boundaries; they may keep us from killing ourselves. Most exasperatingly, they give form to our fantasies; their proscriptions fuel a good deal of what makes sexual fantasy “hot” (taboo). The superego is not the enemy; neither is the eternally starving id. The ego—the conscious sense of self—must mediate between these two powerful forces, one eruptive, the other repressive, in an almost continual state of tension. When one force overcomes the other, balance must be restored for the ego to go on functioning in the daylight world. Achieving this balance is a bitch; but there’s no way out of the conflict. Jekyll may indeed learn to acknowledge Hyde’s existence, first grudgingly, then with some kind of acceptance, even for moments, love—but they’re going to get into a brawl before any such “acceptance” can be even momentarily achieved.

This capsule of my version of Jekyll and Hyde (and its aftermath) invariably produces some measure of identification in every gay man I have met. I don’t mean that every gay man I have met is into S&M, has acted out the “darker” Hyde elements of his personality, likes anonymous sex, or is even in as much conflict as I have been over the split-off sexual self and the self who talks to his mother and boss. But I have never met a gay man who does not have a sharp and profound sense of what it means to have an “outer” and an “inner” self—especially with regard to sex. The problem is, we’ve been encouraged to believe this war is abnormal, a sign of sickness; we’ve been encouraged to believe in, even to aspire to achieve, what I hold to be an entirely false model of “integrated” self: if only we’d be good boys, if only we’d learn to behave in the dark, we’d be happy and conflict free.

Don’t count on it.

Not that this is saying anything particularly new or remarkable: what human being doesn’t experience some version of this division between good chaste child and bad sexual kid? But gay men have gone to such extraordinary, imaginative lengths to adapt to their divisions, even while we may also go to extraordinary lengths to cover up our adaptations. No one has, to my satisfaction, reported on the lessons of managing Jekyll and Hyde and the other archetypes who grapple for power in the gay male psyche. We are typically fearful and/or defensive in this realm of Hieronymus Bosch: but while our behavioral poles may range from the defiant L.A. S&M leatherman “proud” of his difference from the norm to the boy from Ohio who wants to settle down with a spouse and bring up a dog or even a child, the sources and details of their inner landscapes of dreams and fantasies may link the L.A. top and the Ohio kid more closely and in more unusual ways than either of them supposes.

This book will explore that link.

I would like to tell another story about myself, more difficult and painful to reveal than the dreamlike “condensation” of Hyde with which I roped you into this chapter. I would like to tell you how I learned to pay attention to sex—how I learned what, with the help of scores of other gay men’s voices and experiences, I would like to pass on to the L.A. top and the Ohio kid and you.

But before I talk about the pain, let me talk about the triumph, in more detail than I offered in the foregoing overview.

RECLAIMING THE BEAST

As outrageous (and, possibly, distasteful or even pathetic) as that half-naked me in the Vault may strike you, my ability to be there and feel what I was feeling marked a good deal of progress for me. Sprawled exhibitionistically on that couch, provocatively dressed, without the aid of drugs or alcohol, simply enjoying being a sexual beast, I had attained a level of self love—call it narcissism—that was unprecedented for a boy who once wasn’t entirely sure he existed. Before this, I had only been able to claim the sexual beast in me by getting plowed: alcohol was my royal road to the unconscious, a superego solvent that momentarily ripped away the self-hating, internalized parental and societal voices that told me, endlessly, how and in what ways I was pitifully lacking. Before that, I had felt, like so many other gay boys growing up in a society that holds them in contempt, visible only when I could, by some force of imaginative will, pretend to be someone “acceptable.”

I think what strikes me most about this memory of the Vault is how physical I felt: what a huge contrast, once again, to the boy who hadn’t felt any real connection to his own body, probably since infancy (when I take it on faith I did have some bodily sense of myself). Even when I managed—with the aid of alcohol and drugs—to pursue and sometimes experience physical, sexual pleasure, it was a very tentative contact with “the beast” at best. A painful self-consciousness was never far off; when anyone rejected me (in a bar, at the baths, in the woods of Fire Island), my self-hate came flooding back. Certainly, sober, I would never have allowed myself to expose my less-than-Apollonian body as I did later on in the Vault. I drank, in the days that I drank, to erase my terrible certainty that I was under-and overendowed exactly where I ought to have been the reverse. So, joying in my “beast-ness” meant I had come a long way. I sometimes think I’ve picked up where I left off at some unremembered moment in childhood before my superego clamped down: sometimes, with my lover today, I’ll sit naked, cross-legged, and look down at my hairy male body in wonder—joying in my physicality—loving the sweat, the balls, the dick, the now middle-aged body I had once found literally unspeakable.

We grow up unpredictably; my mistake was in thinking that this physical acceptance I’d achieved after so many years was the end of growth. In fact, it was only the barest beginning.

When I first conceived of this book, I thought of it mainly as a paean to gay male sexuality—to our erotic inventiveness, to the uses to which we put sex (recreation, a way to meet each other, a way to explore the darker, more mysterious realms of ourselves, as well as a way to “make love”), to the enormous variety of relationships we construct to satisfy this imperious urge. It seemed to me urgent for us to learn to rejoice in our imaginative experience of sex, to talk to each other about it, accept the endless accommodations we make to it, especially in the backlash age of AIDS where sex, for too many people, is equated with death. It seemed to me just as urgent to accept that conflict was always going to be part of sex; that we were naive to think we could banish it. Sex, in other words, is always a “problem”; it’s always going to goad us, taunt us, beckon to us. “There is,” Quentin Crisp advises us, “no great dark man”: no perfect partner or sublime experience that will put an end, forever, to the disturbance, confusion, and urgency that are part of the flesh of sex, the stuff of being human. My European friends seemed (condescendingly) bemused by the American gay male obsession with The Perfect Body, as if that could possibly be an easy answer to sex—or even invariably erotic. Our fiercely Puritan reaction to the sins of Clarence Thomas, Heidi Fleiss, Hugh Grant: these all seemed to be sordid but hardly rare—indeed, nearly ubiquitous—foibles of being human to everyone but Americans. Puritanism isn’t all that plagues us: we are psychic imperialists, still burdened by a nineteenth-century idea of progress—that a morally homogeneous “utopia” is not only achievable, but it is our manifest destiny to achieve it (by next Tuesday).

In fact, life is chaotic. Things rarely happen on cue, or as planned—especially not feelings, and certainly not sex. But while there may be no “great dark man,” there can be wonderful “great dark moments.” And I wanted this book to explore them, to report on the lessons these moments have taught us. This is not, in any conventional sense, a book about relationships or love. It is meant to be a book about self-discovery. Love, if it happened, would happen on its own. I knew the voices of gay men I was collecting would tell us about love—but these revelations would come through the back door, indirectly. Sex was the mystery I wanted to plumb in this book, and I believed it could be somehow independently sorted out from other emotional, psychic, and physical phenomena—that by paying attention to our sexual behavior, we could learn what it was we were really after.

Books bare the souls of their writers. I wanted to explore the “uses” of sex because I was having such a remarkable time finding out the uses of sex in my own life. I felt like a pioneer: at the age of forty, I extracted myself from a twelve-and-a-half-year relationship with a man I truly did love, but from whom I felt I had irretrievably grown apart, not least sexually. It was a part of my delayed growth to leave that relationship and create a home for myself: I had never received a utilities bill before; it had always been in somebody else’s name. I yearned so terribly for “independence”: a real, rooted—and for me unprecedented—sense of autonomy. And I yearned for an open sexual smorgasbord: to leave outrageous sexual messages on telephone lines, to be open about the fact that I was meeting as many men as I wanted to meet, to strut my stuff—to go to places like the Vault and not lie about them. I’d been to places like that before, of course, but had lied about them: to everyone in the Jekyll part of my life. This included my ex-lover; as it had lovers before him.

There was an absolute split, to me, between having a lover and having an uninhibited sexual life. It was a split I didn’t consciously set out to heal, setting my home up in my little Christopher Street studio: in fact, I was more conscious of wanting to give in to Hyde—do his bidding. Safely enough: I had stopped drinking seven years before I moved into my home; I was no longer on the self-destructive path I’d once been on. My brother had died of AIDS; the plague was very real to me and I had no conscious desire to kill myself with wanton unprotected sex. But I did want to have fun. More than that: I wanted to live the adventure I knew my life could be. I had a number of books under contract, which meant enough money to comb flea markets and construct the Edwardian bordello I’d already been living in, for years, in my imagination. It came together as easily as dominoes fall: framed Victorian photographs, quantities of pillows, burgundy drapes and swags of cheap East Village satin ropes, with boxing gloves tacked over my bed and a huge photograph of Judy Garland in the bathroom and framed ads of 1959 General Motors cars
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