
You k now  th is  love story. A gallant k nigh t e spie s  a fair m aiden in th e  
distant w indow  of a forbidding-type  castle. Th e ir eye s  m e et— sm ok -

ily— acros s  th e  w ith e re d h eath . Instant ch em is try. And so good Sir 
Knigh t com e s  tear-as s ing tow ard th e  castle, brandis h ing h is  lance . Can h e  
just gallop up and carry th e  fair m aiden off? Not q uite . First h e 's  got to 
get past th e  dragon, righ t? Th ere 's  alw ays  a particularly nasty dragon 
guarding th e  castle, and th e  k nigh t's  alw ays  got to face and slay th e  drag-
on if th e re 's  to be  any carrying off. But and so, lik e  any loyal k nigh t in th e  
s e rvice  of pas s ion, th e  k nigh t battles  th e  dragon, all for th e  sak e  of th e  fair 
m aiden. "Fair m aiden" m eans  "good-look ing virgin," by th e  w ay. And so 
let's  not be  naive about w h at th e  k nigh t's  really figh ting for. You can bet 
h e 's  going to expect m ore  th an a breath y "M y h e ro" from  th e  m aiden 
once th at dragon's  slain. In fact, th e  w ay th e  story alw ays  goe s , good Sir 
Knigh t ris k s  life  and lance against th e  dragon not to "re scue" th e  good-
look ing virgin, but to "w in" h e r. And any k nigh t, from  any era, can tell 
you w h at "w in" m eans  h e re .

Som e of m y ow n k nigh tly friends  s e e  th e  specter of h eteros exual AIDS 
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as  noth ing le s s  th an a s exual Arm ageddon— a violent end to th e  casual 
carnalcopia of th e  last th re e  decade s . Som e oth ers , grim  but m ore  upbeat, 
regard H IV as  a sort of te st of our generation's  s exual m ettle; th e s e  guys  
now  applaud th e ir ow n casual sport-fuck ing as  a k ind of m edical dare -
devilry th at affirm s  th e  indom itability of th e  e rotic spirit. I cite , e .g., an 
upbeat friend's  recent letter on AIDS: "...So now  nature  h ad invented 
anoth er im pedim ent to h um an relations , and yet th e  rom antic urge  live s . 
It defie s  all efforts — h um an, m oral, and viral— to extinguis h  it. And 
th at's  a w onderful th ing. It is , in fact, pos s ible to be  encouraged by th e  
h um an w ill to fuck , w h ich  pers ists  de spite  all sorts  of im pedim ents . W e 
s h all overcom e, so to speak ."

Cavalier s entim ents , etc. But I can't h elp th ink ing som e  of today's  
k nigh ts  still undere stim ate both  AIDS's  dangers  and its  advantage s . Th ey 
fail to s e e  th at H IV could w ell be  th e  salvation of s exuality in th e  19 9 0s . 
Th ey don't s e e  it, I th ink , becaus e  th e y tend to m is read th e  ete rnal story 
of w h at erotic pas s ion's  all about.

Th e  e rotic w ill exists  "de spite  im pedim ent"? Let's  go back  to th at 
k nigh t and fair m aiden exch anging lascivious  look s . And h e re  com e s  th e  
k nigh t, galloping castlew ard, m am m oth  lance at th e  ready. Except im ag-
ine  th is  tim e  th at th e re  is  no danger, no dragon to fear, face, figh t, slay. 
Im agine  th e  k nigh t's  pursuit of th e  m aiden is  W h olly unim peded—  
th e re 's  no dragon; th e  castle's  unlock ed; th e  draw bridge  even low ers  auto-
m atically, lik e  a suburban garage door. And h e re 's  th e  m aiden ins ide , 
w earing a Victoria's  Secret teddy and crook ing h e r finger. Doe s  anyone 
else  h e re  detect a s h adow  of disappointm ent in Sir Knigh t's  face , a sligh t 
anticlim actic droop to h is  lance? Doe s  th is  vers ion of th e  story h ave any-
th ing lik e  th e  oth er's  pas s ionate, e rotic edge?

"Th e  h um an w ill to fuck "? Any anim al can fuck . But only h um ans  can 
experience  s exual pas s ion, som eth ing w h olly different from  th e  biologi-
cal urge  to m ate . And s exual pas s ion's  endured for m illennia as  a vital psy-
ch ic force  in h um an life — not de spite  im pedim ents  but becaus e  of th em . 
Plain old coitus  becom e s  e rotically ch arged and spiritually potent at just 
th os e  m om ents  w h e re  im pedim ents , conflicts , taboos  and cons e q uence s  
lend it a double -e dged ch aracte r— m eaningful s ex is  both  an overcom -
ing and a succum bing, a transcendence  and a transgre s s ion, trium ph ant 
and terrible and ecstatic and sad. Turtles  and gnats  can m ate, but only th e  
h um an w ill can defy, transgre s s , overcom e, love: Ch oos e .

H istory-w is e , both  nature  and culture  h ave be en ingenious  at erecting 
im pedim ents  th at give th e  ch oice  of pas s ion its  price  and value; religious  
proscriptions; penalty for adultery and divorce; ch ivalric ch astity and 
courtly decorum ; th e  stigm a of illegitim ate birth ; ch aperonage; m adon-
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na/w h ore  com plexe s; syph ilis; back -alley abortions; a s et of "m oral" code s  
th at put s ensuality on a taboo-level w ith  defecation and apostasy... from  
th e  Victorians ' dread of th e  body to early TV's  one -foot-on-th e -floor-at-
all-tim e s  rule; from  th e  autom atic ruin of "fallen" w om en to back -s eat tus -
sles in w h ich  girlfriends struggled to deny boyfriends w h at th ey begged for 
in order to pre s e rve th e ir re spect. Granted, from  19 9 6's  perspective, m ost 
of th e  old s exual dragons  look  stupid and cruel. But w e  ne ed to realize  th at 
th ey h ad som eth ing big in th e ir favor: as  long as  th e  dragons  re igned, s ex 
w asn't casual, not ever. H istorically, h um an s exuality h as  been a deadly seri-
ous  bus ine s s — and th e  fie rcer its  dragons , th e  s e rious e r s ex got; and th e  
h igh e r th e  price  of ch oice , th e  h igh e r th e  e rotic voltage surrounding w h at 
people ch os e .

And th en, w h at m ust h ave s e em ed suddenly, th e  dragons  all k e eled over 
and died. Th is  w as  just around w h en I w as  born, th e  '60s  "Revolution" in 
s exuality. Sci-fi type  advance s  in proph ylactics  and anti-venereals, fem i-
nism  as  a political force , TV as  institution, th e  ris e  of a culture  of youth  
and its  gland-intens ive art and m us ic, Civil Righ ts , rebellion as  fas h ion, 
inh ibition-k illing drugs , th e  m oral castration of ch urch e s  and censors . 
Bik inis , m inis k irts . "Fre e  Love." Th e  castle's  doors  w eren't so m uch  
unlock ed as  blow n off th e ir h inge s . Sex could finally be  unconstrained, 
"H ang-Up"-fre e , just anoth er appetite : casual. I w as  tooth le s s  and inconti-
nent th rough  m ost of th e  Revolution, but it m ust h ave s e em ed lik e  instant 
paradis e . For a w h ile .

I w as  pre -conscious  for th e  Revolution's  big party, but I got to experi-
ence  fully th e  h angover th at follow ed— th e  e rotic m alais e  of th e  '70s , as  
s ex, divorced from  m ost price  and cons e q uence , reach ed a k ind of satura-
tion-point in th e  culture — sw inging couples  and m eat-m ark et bars , h ot 
tubs and EST, H ustler's  gynecological spreads, Ch arlie 's  Angels , h erpe s , k id-
die -porn, m ood rings , te enage pregnancy, Plato's  Retreat, disco. I rem em -
ber Look ing for M r. Goodbar all too w ell, its grim  account of th e em ptine s s  
and s elf-loath ing th at a decade  of ram pant casual fuck ing h ad brough t on. 
Look ing back , I realize  th at I cam e of s exual age in a culture  th at w as  start-
ing to m is s  th e  very dragons  w h os e  death s  h ad suppos edly fre ed it.

If I've got th is  righ t, th en th e  casual k nigh ts  of m y ow n bland genera-
tion m igh t w ell com e to regard AIDS as a bles s ing, a gift perh aps be stow ed 
by nature  to re store  som e  critical balance, m aybe  sum m oned uncon-
sciously out of th e  collective erotic de spair of th e  post-'60s  glut. Becaus e  
th e  dragon is  back , and cloth ed in a fire  th at can't be  ignored.

I m ean no offens e . Nobody w ould claim  th at a leth al epidem ic is  a good 
th ing. Noth ing from  nature  is  good or bad. Natural th ings  just are; th e  
only good and bad are  people's  various  ch oice s  in th e  face of w h at is . But 
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our ow n h istory s h ow s  th at— for w h atever reasons — an erotically ch arged 
h um an existence  re q uire s  im pedim ents  to pas s ion, price s  for ch oice s . Th at 
h undreds  of th ousands  of people are  dying h orribly of AIDS s e em s  lik e  a 
cruel and unfair price  to pay for a new  erotic im pedim ent. But it's  not obvi-
ously m ore unfair th an th e m illions w h o h ave died of syph ilis , incom petent 
abortions , and "crim e s  of pas s ion," nor obviously m ore  cruel th an th at peo-
ple us ed routinely to h ave th e ir live s  w reck ed by "falling," "fornicating," 
s inning, h aving "illegitim ate" ch ildren, or getting trapped by inane  reli-
gious codes in loveless and abusive m arriages . At least it's not obvious to m e.

Th ere 's  a new  dragon to face . But facing a dragon doe sn't m ean sw ag-
gering up to it unarm ed and insulting its  m om . And th e  e rotic ch arge  of 
h azard surrounding s ex and H IV doe sn't m ean w e  can continue  to engage 
in sport-fuck ing in th e  nam e  of "courage" or rom antic "w ill." In fact, 
AIDS's  gift to us  lie s  in its  loud rem inder th at th e re 's  noth ing casual about 
s ex at all. Th is  is  a gift becaus e  h um an s exuality's  pow er and m eaning 
increas e  w ith  our recognition of its  s e riousne s s . Th is  h as  be en w h at's  
"bad" about casual s ex from  th e  beginning: s ex is  never bad, but it's  also 
never casual.

O ur s exual recognition of w h at is  can start w ith  th e  conscientious  us e  of 
protection as  a ge sture  of love tow ard ours elves  and our partners . But a 
de eper, far braver recognition of just w h at k ind of dragon w e 're  facing is  
now  s tarting to tak e  h old, and— far from  Arm age ddon— is  doing m uch  
to increas e  th e  e rotic voltage of contem porary life . Th ank s  to AIDS, w e 're  
expanding our im aginations  w ith  re spect to w h at is  "s exual." Deep dow n, 
w e  all k now  th at th e  real allure of s exuality h as  about as  m uch  to do w ith  
copulation as  th e  appeal of food doe s  w ith  m etabolic com bustion. Trite  
th ough  it (us ed to) sound, real s exuality is  about our struggles  to connect 
w ith  one  anoth er, to erect bridge s  acros s  th e  ch asm s  th at s eparate s elves . 
Sexuality is , finally, about im agination. Th ank s  to brave people's  recogni-
tion of AIDS as a fact of life, w e are beginning to realize th at h igh ly ch arged 
s ex can tak e place in all sorts of w ays w e'd forgotten or neglected— th rough  
non-genital touch ing, or over th e  ph one , or via th e  m ail; in a conversa-
tional nuance; in a body's  posture , a certain pre s sure  in a h eld h and. Sex 
can be everyw h ere w e are, all th e tim e . All w e need to do is  really face th is  
dragon, yielding ne ith e r to h ysterical terror nor to ch ildis h  denial. In 
return, th e dragon can h elp us relearn w h at it m eans to be truly sexual. Th is  
is  not a sm all th ing, or optional. Fire  is  leth al, but w e  ne ed it. Th e  k ey is  
h ow  w e  com e  to fire . It's  not just oth e r people you h ave  to re spect.

Nove m be r, 19 9 6




