
		
			[image: ]
		
	
		
			
				[image: A painting of a stairway with people on it.  Description generated by AI]
			

		


	
		
			At the Bottom of the Sky

		

				
			fictions

		

				
			Peter Dubé

		

				
			THE LIBRARY OF HOMOSEXUAL CONGRESS

			New Orleans & NEW YORK

		

	

		
			Published in the United States of America by

			REBEL SATORI PRESS

			www.rebelsatoripress.com

			Copyright © 2026 by Peter Dubé. All rights reserved. Except for brief passages quoted in newspaper, magazine, radio, television, or online reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any form or any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or information or retrieval system, without the permission in writing from the publisher. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination and are used fictitiously and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

			Book design by Sven Davisson

			Cover image: Blake, William. Jacob’s Dream (object 1; Butlin 438). 1805. Pen and ink and watercolour on paper, 37 × 29.2 cm. British Museum, London. Accession no. 1949,1112.2.

			Paperback ISBN: 978-1-60864-430-8

			ebook ISBN: 978-1-60864-431-5

		

		

			For Mathieu, with love always

		

		

			Of bodies chang’d to various forms, I sing:

			Ye Gods, from whom these miracles did spring,

			Inspire my numbers with coelestial heat;

			’Till I my long laborious work compleat:

			And add perpetual tenour to my rhimes,

			Deduc’d from Nature’s birth, to our own times.

			Ovid, The Metamorphosis

		

	
			
			Introduction 

		

				
			by Trebor HEaley

		

		
			…in my long-vanished childhood when I saw, I clearly saw, reflected in the wading pool in our neighbourhood park, my face change before my eyes. I saw it grow older, grow golden and sprout small wings on either side, and then vanish from the surface of the water, leaving an odour like almonds and vanilla in the air.

			Peter Dubé is what I call a real writer – meaning that he is concerned with the sentence itself and with the larger themes of literature, meaning and life, which are often dispensed with in our banal epoch of plotlines and over-regard for story structure. These 11 stories from 2007 – Dubé’s first collection in an oeuvre spanning 20 years across a dozen books of fiction, nonfiction and poetry – excite and reveal because they do not obey such rubrics. In many ways, they are character sketches, reminiscent of Bolano’s Last Evenings on Earth or Andrew Holleran’s In September, the Light Changes in which characters are, as Dubé states it, “watching and waiting for something.” They are intense explorations of intimate experience in often dreamlike, liminal or underworld settings where the darker aspects of personality become evident and revelatory in the capable hands of this deeply literary writer. Each story thus expands in impact almost to the level of an entire novel.

			From the first line of the first story, “Daedalus,” Dubé situates us in the foundational setting that he will explore in each of these stories: “Eve was not allowed to leave the basement,” – and nor is the reader permitted to do so as Dubé embarks along with us, like a queercore Virgil, into these tantalizingly subconscious explorations of the depths of the human psyche.

			As in dreams, these stories are full of symbolism and actions that are at times plotless, but no less profound – I daresay more profound – because of that. The titles of each of these linked stories, named for Greek mythic figures, where characters reappear and disappear, give the reader a clue to the subject matter, providing a kind of archetypal key and structure. And though plot is not in the forefront, each story is an adventure in the sense that each challenges its characters in often profound subconscious or primitive ways. In “Marsyas,” a stranger in a bar asks, “have you ever done anything crazy?” not as small talk but as a challenge which invites violence as “the muscles in his shoulders bunch with building tension” and the protagonist realizes that “I know every word of it is about me, my life and the parts of it I leave unlived.” Who but Dubé can take a question often read as mundane and make it transcendent and ultimately cosmic in what it suggests?

			Just because nothing happens does not mean nothing happens for those who are awake to the shadow play of consciousness – the mind is, in fact, where it’s all happening. In “Charon,” named for the ferryman of the River Styx, a man of dubious character sends back messages from the Carpathian Mountains about his research into the local folklore, recounting the “ways of killing werewolves. . . the magical and curative powers of weird root vegetables. . . or the long-standing lore of vampires and other forms of undead,” until we learn he never went, which makes it no less real in the hands of Dubé’s masterful handling of tone and mood. And all of it contemplated by the narrator on a speeding bus accompanied by a group of “cadaverous young men” and helmed by a driver who appears himself to have crossed over into the mythic. 

			Dubé guides us into the inner lives of artists in their studios; a dying man’s paranoia, his voice streaming out of him “like a rushing fountain in a private park”; peepshows with werewolves; friends lost in maze-like sewers below the city; night walkers of labyrinths in gothic churchyards; and an unabandoned warehouse where gay men cruise for sex, and where Dubé’s skill in rendering the erotic are on full display – “There are naked bodies with erections of mythic proportions, Euclidean globes of buttock, shoulders of a Minotaur. Silent in its space, figure of a man reclining … but there is no head at the end of the neck. Curve of bicep, crook of elbow, arc of the forearm’s vascularity to tapering, elegant fingers. Fingers that, in their turn, clasp his severed head by the back of the skull and tilt its drooping eyes slightly downward with an indifferent gaze.”

			These are also stories of love and relationship, but again, not of the popular romantic variety. The love here is about deeper connections, understandings and the elusive and unknowable aspects of love that Dubé courageously grapples with – “we just think about love all the time, we obsess about it until we crowd it out. It’s like an object, we handle love too much until it wears down, gets so smooth we can’t hold onto it and it slips away.” These are artist-lovers spending “whole days following red, or blue, or violet down the street…turning a corner if a purple sign caught our eye, going through a door if the frame was red. Every other fascination I’ve had for spontaneous rhythms, epiphanies of sudden order, grew from that first playful Saturday with you.”

			A favorite story of mine in this collection is “Momus,” as it harks back to a time where the personal was intensely and intimately political and roving bands of young queer subversive activists plied their trade at night, defacing that now-vanished world of newsprint, and in the process confronting other roving bands of gay bashers. It was a nocturnal netherworld, pre-digital, where the sources of public discourse could still be physically tampered with, a world so eloquently depicted by Dubé in his masterful description of how “the entrance of the metro is a mouth-open and asleep, a faint hissing sound coming from it, the breath of dreams. The sound a new and unfamiliar body makes beside you in the night; murmuring with each exhalation, fragmented tales from deep in the brainstem, the narrations of battle or flight, embrace or execution, the deep, deep fears, the hidden hungers borne into the world on the lightest of breaths. The things we don’t speak when we’re awake.”

			It has been a profound honor to write this foreword, and it is a testament to the excellence and wisdom of the Library of Homosexual Congress for choosing to republish At the Bottom of the Sky at a time when it is more important than ever to elevate such voices of truth and beauty, so that our literature, in the words of Peter Dubé, may continue to “become a new sort of decision – a refusal, a revolt.”

		

	
		
		

	
		
			At the bottom of the sky

		

	
		
			DAEDALUS

			“Eve was never allowed to leave the basement. Her mother would not permit it. She did not go to school like other little girls, and she had no friends to play with. In fact, she had never, in eleven or twelve years of life, met another little girl, only her mother and her sisters.”

			The memory still moves inside me.

			Terrence falls from the cab like he’s lost. Like he doesn’t recognize the corner we’re on, a corner we’ve been on hundreds of times before. He looks out through his bangs, his eyes like tiny buttons, face awash in the red and green of the neons making something glorious of his bone structure. His eyes glowing, like the first time I saw Nadya. The first time I heard her speak.

			“I am called Nadya,” she said, “and I have been given a voice to speak.”

			Terrence fumbles in his pocket; his wallet is already put away, so I know he can only be checking to make sure that nothing has fallen out. We are both a little high; the night has been good to us. Terrence is smiling. I have always loved his smile.

			“There was a little girl, once, a little girl of eleven or twelve, the youngest of three sisters, the daughter of a woman whose husband, her father, she had never met. They lived, the four of them, in a large house on the outskirts of a huge and wealthy city. This large house had three floors with four rooms on each floor and a wide stone basement. It was in this basement that this little girl, Eve, lived, because that is where her mother, and her sisters, kept her.”

			We walk together to the metal door of his building. He fumbles again and pulls out the key that lets us in. There are still more doors, and corridors and stairs. We make our way through the warren till we open the door of his place and step inside. It is very dark and Terrence whistles and spins across the floor, stopping to laugh before he makes his way through the black space to the light switch on the other side of the room.

			Even in the darkness, I can imagine the look in his eyes, the same look he had the first time I saw him touch Nadya. Nadya in a checked dress belling over crinolines, and covered by a crisp white apron. Her hair, bright yellow, was tied with soft blue ribbons into pigtails and her wide eyes were bright and the colour of cornflowers. But the memory is gone when the lights come on.

			Instead, massive, coiling serpents asleep but pursued by unimaginable dreams, streamers fallen to earth after a titanic storm put an abrupt end to the festival, vines, tangles of brown, withered vines wrapped around each other in a death grip–the hair stretches all the way across the far end of the room, heaps and heaps of it cascading across the floor. And then, Terrence had also covered the mannequin it grows from with maps he’d collected. Her left breast showed all the routes of the Parisian metro system, her right thigh the topography of the Southwestern United States and her right foot outlined sites of historical interest throughout the British Isles. But all that was dwarfed by the monstrous abundance of hair pouring across the room like a flood.

			I can only look at it, changed as it is since last I saw it.

			Terrence himself sits in a chair staring at this inanimate she, smile gone, eyes no less still. His laughter has vanished too, his back hunched under the weight of what he sees, I am certain, as the failure of his project. His handsome face is sunken in the tangle of that hair. An almost finished cigarette I never saw him light loses consciousness in his hand.

			“What are you so upset about,” I ask, knowing I oughtn’t.

			“It’s wrong. It’s just wrong.”

			“How is it wrong?”

			“I can’t explain. It’s not what I’m trying to do, she doesn’t look lost enough.”

			The hair seems to creep across the floor and cover its creator’s feet. For some reason I am surprised her cartographic face shows no trace of fear. Terrence could destroy this thing, with same indifference as he has almost everything else he has ever made–statuary and promises alike.

			Nine months ago Terrence left art school forever.

			Nadya was there too.

			“Well it looks fine to me, it may still be a little rough–but it’s not wrong.”

			Terrence doesn’t turn around, doesn’t answer, doesn’t move. He sits there, concentrated, with his back to the window and the blue and purple of the city’s 4:40 a.m.

			“I have been given a voice to speak.”

			Piece by piece he began to line the small sculptures, the found objects, the bits of installations never to be assembled and the tiny iconographic letters into a vast spiral.

			Terrence leans over the table, breathes deeply. I remember his widening spiral again.

			It was a brilliant Thursday, with a broad sun stretched across the centre of the sky. In the wide-windowed studio on the third floor he assembled all of his work for the term in a far corner.

			Terrence would roll through the halls like a black leather storm cloud.

			Terrence holding Nadya above his head.

			Terrence held the doll in one hand, high above his head, and she began to talk.

			“I am called Nadya,” she said, “and I have been given a voice to speak.”

			He started slowly from that distant corner and one after another he placed the artworks, carefully aligned, into their positions until they formed a huge, flawed circle and then continued onwards. Circle after imperfect circle they became a vortex, a nautilus shell, a spinning, hypnotic disc of art school artifacts. Shrunken heads of plaster kissed the backs of condoms filled with glittering dust, bricks with smiling swim-teams silk-screened onto them stood next to antlers set with bits of glass and dime-store lithographs spray-painted with Latin obscenities deriding the lack of AIDS funding and all of them turned ever inwards in smaller and smaller overlapping circles. One after another Terrence put them down with obsessive attention and whispered a word or two to each. Circles of culture flowing to the centre of the room. Coins sawed in half and put back together in mismatched denominations, toy cars fitted with the wrong wheels, plastic flowers scented with urine and the bottled aphrodisiacs current in backroom bars all over the Western world–one after another after another.

			When the pattern was complete Terrence kneeled at the centre, threw back his head and sang: “The Man who Got Away.” He struck a match and let it drop. The entire vortex, every strange little object, burst into flame.

			Round and around him the tiny fire rushed outwards, retracing the steps he made in assembling his maniacal toys. The flame chased the outline back to the far corner, each spark, every glimmer, jumping forward to ignite the next. As the fire raced outwards Terrence rose to his feet and pulled a little doll from his jacket. The doll was clothed in a checked dress, belling over crinolines, and covered by a crisp white apron. Her hair, bright yellow yarn, was tied with soft blue ribbons into pigtails and her
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