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To my mother, Connie Burton Brite, who gave me all the guts I would ever need





Records of the 1994 autopsy of serial killer Jeffrey Dahmer reveal that officials kept Dahmer’s body shackled at the feet during the entire procedure, “such was the fear of this man,” according to pathologist Robert Huntington.

Milwaukee Journal—AP, March 17, 1995






Preface A Bloodbath Without Justification

THIS IS THE STORY OF a novel and a virus.

Written between 1993 and 1995, Exquisite Corpse was to be the third in a three-book contract. It took me twice as long as any other novel I’ve written before or since, and the characters could be difficult company. Soon after delivering it, I learned that both my American and my British publishers were rejecting the novel due to its violent content. My agent and I watched the manuscript bounce from publisher to publisher on two continents, garnering the same frustrating comments everywhere: It’s too nihilistic, too extreme, a bloodbath without justification.

At the time, I wasn’t interested in arguing any of these points. I just didn’t understand why they mattered. I had read plenty of novels, most published by major houses, that I thought were more violent and disturbing than Exquisite Corpse. I had seen Bret Easton Ellis go through a similar experience with his 1991 novel American Psycho, which went on to become a bestseller for the house that ended up publishing it and is now a classic of extreme horror. I hoped readers who were willing to crawl inside the head of a murderer and experience the twisted world there would find my novel an interesting read. I believed, and still do, that there is nothing to be learned by dismissing the serial killer as an unfathomable monster or portraying him as a series of cause-and-effect cliches. He is unpleasant, but he is human. He is the predator of our times.

Now, however, the phrase a bloodbath without justification rubs me the wrong way. I believe there is a justification for Exquisite Corpse’s violence—whether it needs one or not—and that justification is the HIV virus.

During the 1980s and early 1990s, AIDS cut a brutal swath through the gay populations of the US and the UK, among other places. It traveled in the blood, hiding there for months or years before revealing itself. It burned through young men like kindling, whittled them down to skeletons gasping for that last precious breath. Many of the drug treatments available were almost as debilitating as the virus itself. These people died painfully, graphically, horribly. Those years also saw the unmasking of two real-life serial killers, Dennis Nilsen in London and Jeffery Dahmer in Milwaukee. Both of them preyed on young gay men, often poor, of color, estranged from their families: the same demographics that took (and continue to take) the hardest hits from AIDS. I began to imagine a tale that explored the parallels between killer virus and killer human.

My characters, Andrew Compton and Jay Byrne, are shadow-versions of Nilsen and Dahmer: they’re more successful, more sociable, more artistic. Outside of their own fantasies, serial killers tend to lead dull lives. Some readers have said that my characters are too close to the real Nilsen and Dahmer, and they may have a point, but there is one scene I don’t regret including. (Spoilers to follow.)

One of Jay’s victims escapes from him and tries to flee through the streets of the French Quarter. The young man is injured, intoxicated, and incoherent. He gets stopped by a couple of policemen, but Jay persuades the cops to let him take the boy “home.” Aside from a street musician who tries to help and a couple of gawking tourists, this incident parallels what happened to Jeffrey Dahmer’s youngest victim, Konerak Sinthasomphone. Dahmer convinced the police that this fourteen-year-old child was his drunken lover, and the officers escorted the pair back to Dahmer’s apartment, where Dahmer strangled and dismembered the boy.

I included this scene because I felt it was a microcosm of how American society treated gay men during these decades. We were the police, and we gave them back to the killer. Ronald Reagan’s administration slashed the budgets of public health agencies that were researching the virus. The White House press secretary snickered with reporters about the “gay plague.” In 1983, Reagan’s secretary of Health and Human Services testified before Congress that no additional funding was needed for AIDS research. Things weren’t much better during the presidency of George H. W. Bush, who believed AIDS was best combated by behavioral change, not research, describing it as “a disease where you can control its spread by your own personal behavior.” Families were afraid to visit their dying sons. The stigma attached to AIDS made people reluctant to get tested, which led to more exposure and more deaths.

We gave them back to the killer, and the killer licked his chops and asked for more.

The situation didn’t really start to improve until the mid-1990s, when medical advances and the more liberal policies of Bill Clinton’s administration finally began to slow the virus’s deadly march. By that time, hundreds of thousands had died in the US alone, and gay culture was changed forever. AIDS was a literal bloodbath without justification. I don’t think I was wrong in feeling that the serial killer comparison was not only valid but potentially useful.

I’m not suggesting that my little book was some kind of grand political statement, only that I drew inspiration from the statements and actions of others, such as the ACT UP members who chained themselves to the balcony of the New York Stock Exchange in 1989 to protest the high price of AZT, the only approved drug treatment at that time. I wanted the novel to be a kind of tribute to those activists. But when Exquisite Corpse was finally published, most of the reviews—whether good, bad, or middling—focused on the novel’s gore. Some were driven to excesses more purple than anything I’d written (“Yet another crimson leaf in the literature of the pornography of violence,” tutted Publishers Weekly). I thought I must have failed at drawing a parallel between awful deaths from disease and awful deaths from murder.

And yet… things find their audiences. As the years wore on, I began to hear from HIV-positive readers who saw bits of their lives reflected in the story. Many of them didn’t care a fig for Jeffrey Dahmer, Dennis Nilsen, or their fictional doppelgangers. These readers were more interested in Tran, the young man at the heart of the story, and his ex-lover Luke, an AIDS activist who broadcasts as “Lush Rimbaud” on a pirate radio station called WHIV. I learned a few years ago that there is now a real, legitimate WHIV in New Orleans. While I don’t know if they got the idea from Exquisite Corpse, it pleases me to imagine that they did.

In 2011, I met an artist named Grey Cross, who is now my husband. He was deeply involved in New Orleans’s gay community and helped me to become a part of it as well. A few years into our relationship, Grey tested positive for HIV and was diagnosed with AIDS. We were living on a shoestring at the time, but thanks to the Ryan White CARE Act passed by Congress in 1990, he was able to start a medication regimen right away. The drugs available today are light-years better than the early ones. Today he still suffers from the havoc that was wreaked on his immune system, but his viral load is undetectable, meaning he can no longer transmit the virus. (I never caught it. We’ve speculated that I might have the delta-32 mutation, a genetic twist that confers resistance to HIV, but we don’t really know.) I never let myself forget that he is alive today only due to the suffering and determination of so many who are not.

So yes, nearly thirty years on, I still feel that there was justification for the bloodbath. I hope someday the HIV virus will be eradicated, or at least become rare enough that the events of Exquisite Corpse will seem quaint and remote, rather like Beth March’s death from scarlet fever in Little Women. Until then, I can still point at the novel and say, This is what I thought, this is how I felt, at the tail end of the plague years. This is how it looked to me.

—Billy Martin (writing as Poppy Z. Brite)

New Orleans, LA, July 2024




1

SOMETIMES A MAN GROWS TIRED OF carrying everything the world heaps upon his head. The shoulders sag, the spine bows cruelly, the muscles tremble with weariness. Hope of relief begins to die. And the man must decide whether to cast off his load or endure it until his neck snaps like a brittle twig in autumn.

Such was my situation late in my thirty-third year. Although I deserved everything the world had heaped on—and torments after death far worse than any the world could threaten: the torture of my skeleton, the rape and dismemberment of my immortal soul—though I deserved all that and more, I found that I could no longer bear the weight.

I realized I didn’t have to bear it, you see. I came to understand that I had a choice. It must have been difficult for Christ himself to withstand the agonies of the cross—the filth, the thirst, the terrible spikes raping the jellied flesh of his hands—knowing he had a choice. And I am not Christ, not even by half.

My name is Andrew Compton. Between 1977 and 1988 I killed twenty-three boys and young men in London. I was seventeen years old when I began, twenty-eight when they caught me. All the time I was in prison, I knew that if they ever let me out I would continue killing boys. But I also knew they would never let me out.

My boys and young men were transients in the city: friendless, hungry, drunk and strung out on the excellent Pakistani heroin that has coursed through the veins of London since the swinging sixties. I gave them good food, strong tea, a warm place in my bed, what few pleasures my body could provide. In return, all I asked was their lives. Sometimes they appeared to give those as readily as anything else.

I remember a sloe-eyed skinhead who went home with me because he said I was a nice white bloke, not a bleeding queer like most of these others that chatted him up in the pubs of Soho. (What he was doing in the pubs of Soho, I cannot tell you.) He did not seem inclined to revise his opinion even as I sucked his cock and slid two greased fingers into his anus. I noticed later that he had a dotted line tattooed in scarlet round his throat, along with the words CUT HERE. I had only to follow directions. (“You look like a bleeding queer,” I’d told his headless corpse, but young Mr. White England had nothing to say for himself anymore.)

I killed most of the twenty-three by cutting. By severing their major arteries with a knife or a razor after they were insensible from drink. I killed them this way not out of cowardice or from a wish to avoid struggle; though I am not a large man, I could have overcome any of my half-starved, drug-addled waifs in a fair fight. I killed them by cutting because I appreciated the beautiful objects that their bodies were, the bright ribbons of blood coursing over the velvet of their skin, the feel of their muscles parting like soft butter. I drowned two in the bath, and choked one with the laces of his own Dr. Martens boots as he lay in a drunken stupor. But mostly I killed them by cutting.

This is not to say that I took them to pieces for pleasure. I found no joy in gross mutilation or dismemberment, not then; it was the subtle whisper and slice of the razor that appealed to me. I liked my boys as they were, big dead dolls with an extra weeping crimson mouth or two. I would keep them with me for as much as a week, until the smell in my flat grew obvious. I did not find the odour of death unpleasant. It was rather like cut flowers left too long in stagnant water, a heavy sickish sweetness that coated the nostrils and curled into the back of the throat with every breath.

But the neighbours complained, and I would have to invent some excuse or other, something about my waste disposal backing up or my toilet having overflowed. (Humiliating, and ultimately futile, for it was a neighbour who called the police in the end.) I would leave a boy in my armchair when I went to work, and he would be waiting patiently for me when I came home. I would take him into my bed and cradle his creamy smoothness all night. For a day or two days or a week I wouldn’t feel alone. Then it would be time to let another one go.

I would use a saw to cut him in half at the waist, to separate the arms from the torso, to bisect the legs at the knee. I would wrestle the segments into bulging bags of wet garbage, where their odd angles and powerful stench might be disguised, and leave them out for collection. I would drink whiskey until the flat spun. I would vomit in the basin and sob myself to sleep, having lost at love again. I did not come to appreciate the aesthetics of dismemberment until much later.

But for now I sat in a dank cell in Her Majesty’s Prison Painswick, in Lower Slaughter near the industrial wasteland of Birmingham. These lurid appellations might seem designed to terrify and titillate the soul, and so they do. Look on any map of England and you’ll find them, along with places called Grimsby, Kettle Crag, Fitful Head, Mousehole, Devil’s Elbow, and Stool End Farm. England is a country that spares no resonance or descriptive colour in its place-names, forbidding though they may be.

I’d looked around my cell without much interest when they brought me in five years ago. I knew I was classed as a Category A prisoner. (D was the least dangerous sort; C and B types you mightn’t want to turn your back on; A was, of course, the ravening killer.) The papers had dubbed me “The Eternal Host” and invested my unremarkable black-and-white visage with a dread that bordered on the talismanic. The contents of my flat had been lovingly inventoried a hundred times over. My trial was a legal circus of the vilest sort. The possibility of my escape was deemed highly dangerous to the public. I would remain Category A until the day I died with my eyes fixed on some bleak eternity beyond these four mouldering stone walls.

I could receive no visitors without approval from the prison governor and close supervision. I didn’t care; everyone I had ever loved was dead. I could be denied education and recreation, but at that time there was nothing more in life I wanted to learn, no fun I wanted to have. I must endure a light burning constantly in my cell, all night, all day, until the outline of it was seared into my corneas. All the better, I thought then, to stare at these hands steeped in blood.

Aside from my blazing bulb and my guilty hands, I had an iron bed bolted to the wall and covered with a thin lumpy mattress, a rickety table and chair, and a pot to piss in. I often reminded myself that at least I had a pot to piss in, but this was cold comfort indeed—quite literally so on winter mornings in Painswick. I had all these things inside a stone box of a cell measuring three and a half by four metres.

I wondered how many of Her Majesty’s prisoners realized the extra half-metre along one wall was a subtle form of torture. (As Oscar Wilde was being hounded in chains round the prison yard, he remarked that if this was how Her Majesty treated prisoners, she had no business having any.) When I looked at this wall for a long time, which was the only way I could look at it, the wrong geometry began to hurt my eyes. For more than a year the imperfect square tormented me. I visualized all four walls grinding in, cutting off that dreadful extra half-metre, beginning to crumble around me. Then gradually I got used to it, and that chilled me as much as the torment had done. I’ve never liked getting used to things, especially when I am given no choice in the matter.

Once they realized I wasn’t going to make trouble, I was given all the notebooks and pencils I wanted. I was seldom allowed out of my cell except for solitary exercise and showers; sodden joyless meals were brought to me by silent guards with faces like the judgement at the end of time. I could do no harm with my pencils save driving one into my own eye, and I wore them down too dull for that.

I filled twenty notebooks my first year, thirty-one my second, nineteen my third. At this time I was as close to true remorse as I ever came. It was as if I had been in a dream that lasted eleven years, and had woken from it into a world I barely recognized. How had I ever done twenty-three killings? What had made me want to? I attempted to plumb the depths of my soul with words. I dissected my childhood and family (stultifying but hardly traumatic), my sexual history (abortive), my career in various branches of the civil service (utterly without distinction, except for the number of times I was fired for insubordination to my superiors).

This done, and little learned, I began to write about the things that interested me now. I found myself with a great many descriptions of murders and sex acts performed upon dead boys. Small details began to return to me, such as the way a fingerprint would stay in the flesh of a corpse’s thigh as if pressed into wax, or a cold thread of semen would sometimes leak out of a flaccid penis as I rolled it about on my tongue.

The only constant thread running through my prison notebooks was a pervasive loneliness with no discernible beginning and no conceivable end. But a corpse could never walk away.

I came to understand that these memories were my salvation. I no longer wanted to know why I had done such things if it meant I wouldn’t want to do them anymore. I put my notebooks aside forever. I was different, and that was all. I had always known I was different; I could not trudge through life contentedly chewing whatever cud I found in my mouth, as those around me seemed to do. My boys were only another thing that set me apart from the rest.

Someone had loved my boys once upon a time, someone who did not have to steal their lives to show that love. Each had been someone’s baby once. But so had I, and what good did it ever do me? By all accounts, I emerged from the womb quite blue, with the umbilical cord wrapped around my neck, and my state of life or death was disputed for several minutes before I sucked in a great gulp of air and began to breathe on my own. The boys I killed may have been strapping infants, but at the time of their deaths they were intravenous drug users who shared needles as if borrowing one another’s pocket handkerchiefs, who often traded blowjobs for cash or a fix. Of those I took to bed with me while they were still alive, not one asked me to use a condom, and not one expressed concern when I swallowed his sperm. I suspected later that I might have actually saved lives by killing some of them.

I was never one to moralize, and how could I argue ethics now? There is no excuse for wanton, random murder. But I came to understand that I didn’t need an excuse. I needed only a reason, and the terrible joy of the act was reason enough. I wanted to return to my art, to fulfill my obvious destiny. I wanted the rest of my life to do as I pleased, and I had no doubt what that would be. My hands itched for the blade, for the warmth of fresh blood, for the marble smoothness of flesh three days dead.

I decided to exercise my freedom of choice.

Before I began killing boys, and afterward when I couldn’t find one or hadn’t the energy to go looking, there was another thing I would sometimes do. It began as a crude masturbation technique and ended very near mysticism. At the trial they called me necrophiliac without considering the ancient roots of the word, or its profound resonance. I was friend of the dead, lover of the dead. And I was my own first friend and lover.

It first happened when I was thirteen. I would lie on my back and relax my muscles slowly, limb by limb, fibre by fibre. I would imagine my organs turning to a bitter soup, my brain beginning to liquefy inside my skull. Sometimes I drew a razor across my chest and let the blood run down the sides of my rib cage and pool in the hollow of my belly. Sometimes I enhanced my natural pallor with blue-white makeup, and later a trace of purple here and there, my own artistic interpretation of lividity and gaseous stain. I tried to escape what seemed a hateful prison of flesh; to imagine myself outside my body was the only way I could love it.

After doing this for a time, I began to feel certain changes in my body. I never managed to make my spirit separate completely from my flesh. If I had, I probably wouldn’t have come back. But I achieved a hovering state between consciousness and void, a state where my lungs seemed to stop pulling in air and my heart to cease beating. I could still sense a subliminal murmur of bodily function, but no pulse, no breath. I thought I could feel my skin loosening from the connective tissues, my eyes drying out behind blue-tinged lids, my molten core beginning to cool.

I did this in prison from time to time, without the makeup or razors of course, remembering some boy or other, imagining my rancid living body to be his dear dead flesh. It took me five years to realize that my talent might be put to another use, one that would allow me to someday hold a real corpse again.

I spent most of my time lying on my bunk. I breathed the heady, meaty smell of hundreds of men eating and sweating and pissing and shitting and fucking and living together in cramped, dirty quarters, often with only one chance to shower each week. I closed my eyes and listened to the rhythms of my own body, the myriad paths of my blood, the sweat beading on my skin, the steady pull and release of my lungs, the soft electric hum of my brain and all its tributaries.

I wondered just how much I could slow it all down, how much of it I could stop entirely. And I wondered, if I was successful, whether I would be able to start it all up again. What I had in mind was much more advanced than my old game of playing dead. I would have to be dead enough to fool the guards, the nursing officer, and almost certainly a doctor. But I had read about Hindu fakirs who stopped their own hearts, who allowed themselves to be buried for weeks without oxygen. I knew it could be done. And I thought I could do it.

I halved the amount I ate, which had never been much in prison. On the outside I had been something of a gourmand. I often treated my boys to a restaurant meal before the evening’s festivities, though the fare I chose was usually too exotic for them: lamb vindaloo with flaky nan bread, Chinese pork buns, jellied eels, stuffed grape leaves, Vietnamese emerald curry, Ethiopian steak tartare, and the like. Prison food was either gristly, starchy, or cabbagey. I had no trouble leaving half of it on the plate. I knew brains would serve me better than brawn anyway; they always had. And I felt an emaciated look would aid my task somehow.

(“Off your feed then, Compton?” was the only comment I ever received on this matter from the guard who delivered and removed my trays. I managed a listless nod, aware that he was trying to be friendly in his fashion. Some of the guards would try to talk to me now and then, presumably so they could go home and tell the wife and kiddies the Eternal Host had spoken to them today. But I didn’t want him to remember this particular exchange.)

One day I deliberately gashed my forehead open on the bars. Telling the guard I’d tripped and banged my skull earned me a trip to the infirmary. I was in handcuffs and leg irons the entire time, but I managed to have a look round as a garrulous nursing officer swabbed out my wound and stitched it up.

“Did you have Hummer in here?” I asked, referring to an A-wing prisoner who had died of heart failure the month before.

“Old Artie? No, we didn’t know the cause of death, so they took him out in an ambulance. Autopsied him in Lower Slaughter and sent him home to his family, what was left of ’em. Artie was in for shooting his wife and son, you know, but there was a daughter away at school. I expect she was none too pleased to get Daddy back, eh?”

“What do they do with the organs after an autopsy?” I asked, partly so he wouldn’t remember my asking only one question, partly out of honest curiosity.

“Toss ’em back in every which way and sew up the trench. Oh, and they save the brains for study. Murderers’ brains in particular. I’ll wager someone gets yours in a jar of spirits one day, Mr. Compton.”

“Perhaps,” I said. And perhaps someone would. But not a grinning sawbones in Lower Slaughter, not if I could help it.

The nursing officer took a vial of blood from my arm that day, though I didn’t know why. A week later I was hauled off to the infirmary again, where I learned something that would help me more than I could fathom.

“HIV-positive?” I asked the pale, sweaty nursing officer. “What does that mean?”

“Well, Mr. Compton, maybe nothing.” He pinched a slender pamphlet between the tips of his thumb and forefinger and gingerly passed it to me. I noticed that he was wearing rubber gloves. “But it means you could develop AIDS.”

I studied the pamphlet with interest, then looked back at the officer’s chagrined face. The whites of his eyes were webbed with red, and he looked as if he’d forgotten to shave for a few days. “It says here the virus can be transmitted by sexual contact or through the blood,” I noted. “You sewed up my cut last week. Wasn’t that dangerous for you?”

“We… I don’t…” He stared at his gloved fingers and shook his head, almost sobbing. “No one knows.”

I brought my shackled wrists up and coughed into my hand to hide a tiny wicked grin.

Back in my cell, I read the pamphlet twice and tried to remember what I had heard about this malady borne on the fluids of love. The odd news article had caught my interest back before I was arrested, but I’d never been a great follower of current events, and I hadn’t seen a paper since my trial. There were some in the prison library, but I spent my precious hours there reading books. I didn’t see how news of the world could help me any longer.

Even so, I remembered a mind-boggling assortment of reports: headlines shrilling HOMO PLAGUE, calm assertions that it was all a Labour Party conspiracy, hysterical speculations that anyone could catch it by almost any means. I’d managed to ascertain that gay men and intravenous drug users were at special risk. Though I wondered whether any of my boys might have been exposed, I never dreamed I could catch it myself. Most of my contact with them had occurred after their deaths, and I assumed any virus would have died with them. But now it looked as though viruses were hardier than boys.

Well, Andrew, I told myself, anyone who violates the sweet sanctity of a dead boy’s ass cannot expect to get away scot-free. Now forget that you may become ill, for you are not ill now, and remember only that this virus in your blood makes people afraid of you. Any time someone is afraid of you, you can use it to your own advantage.

My supper tray arrived. I ate a sliver of boiled beef, a soggy leaf of cabbage, and a few crumbs of dry bread. Then I lay on my bunk, stared at the pale blue network of veins under the skin of my arm, and plotted my leave of Painswick.



Compton…

I squeezed my eyes shut and turned my face toward the sound of the sea. The sunlight felt like liquid gold spilling over my cheeks, my chest, my skinny legs. My bare toes dug into the cool, rich soil of the bluff. I was ten years old, on holiday with my family in the Isle of Man.

Andrew Compton…

The bright yellow gorse and dusky purple heather made a shifting wall, tall enough to hide a small boy lying on his back, refusing to move, refusing to answer. No one in the world knew where I was, or even who I was. I began to feel as if I might fall off the earth and into the boundless blue sky. I would drown in it like a sea, flailing my arms and legs, straining to breathe, sucking in crystalline lungfuls of cloud. Cloud would taste of mint drops, I imagined, and would instantly turn my insides to ice.

I decided I wouldn’t mind falling into the sky. I tried to let go, to stop believing in gravity. But the earth held me fast, as if it wanted to pull me in.

Fine, I thought. I would sink into the earth, I would release my body’s nourishing juices into the roots of the heather, I would let the worms and beetles flake away the tender meat packed between my bones. But the earth would not take me either. I was trapped inside this vault of sky and earth and sea, separate from all of them, at one with nothing but my own wretched flesh.

COMP… TONNN…

The syllables were nonsense, as meaningless as the insistent clang that accompanied them. There was a box made of stone, and inside that box was a slab of metal covered with a thin cloth pad, and on top of the pad was an inert thing made of bone encased in meat. I was attached to that thing by an invisible tether, a fragile umbilical cord of ectoplasm and habit. All times and all places seemed a constantly moving river, and while the inert thing lay on the shore of that river, I was immersed in its waters. Only the fragile umbilical cord kept me from being swept away on the current. I could sense the cord stretching, the ephemeral tissue beginning to disintegrate.

I heard the hollow rattle of metal against stone and recognized it as the door of my cell opening. A firearm cocked, and footsteps rang on cold stone. “Compton, you try anything funny and I’ll put a bullet in your head. What the fuckin’ ’ell are you playing at?”

Another voice. “Shoot ’im in the arse, Arnie, an’ see if he moves.” Raucous laughter, unechoed by the first guard. My muscles did not tense, my eyelids did not flutter. If the guard did shoot me, I wondered if I would feel the bullet tunnelling into my flesh.

Steel bracelets snapped round my wrists, a familiar sensation; then callused fingers checked my pulse. Something cold and smooth brushed my lips. The guard called Arnie spoke again, his voice hushed, almost awed.

“I think he’s dead.”

“Compton dead? Can’t be; he’s like a cat, only he’s got twenty-three lives.”

“Shut up, Blackie. He ain’t breathin’ an’ I don’t feel a pulse. We’d better ring the infirmary.”

When one is an habitual murderer, one tends also to become a good actor. Now I had begun to pull off the greatest acting job of my life: my death. But it didn’t feel like acting.

A blinding succession of cut-frame, stop-action memories: a gurney thundering down a long cinder-block hallway, my body strapped down tight, my wrists still cuffed, dangerous enough to merit bondage even in death. A smell of medicine and mildew that I recognized as the prison infirmary. A tiny needling pain in the crook of my arm, in the sole of my foot. A cold circle of metal on my chest, on my stomach. A tug on my right eyelid, and a ray of light as sharp and thin as a wire.

I remember hearing the voice of the prison governor, a man whose pale cold stare always drilled through me as if his firstborn son had died at my hands. “Aren’t you going to examine the body? We need to know what killed him before we can let him out of here.”

“Sorry, sir.” That was the nursing officer who’d sewn up my cut forehead, sounding more frightened than ever. “Andrew Compton recently tested HIV-positive. He may have died of an AIDS-related complication. I’m not qualified to examine him.”

“Well, bloody hell, people don’t just up and die of AIDS one fine morning, do they? They get lesions and things, don’t they?”

“I don’t know, sir. He’d be the first case who’s died here. Most of the HIV-positive prisoners have been transferred to Wormwood Scrubs, Compton would have gone there eventually too.”

My tethered soul gave a little shudder of delight. If I’d ended up in Wormwood Scrubs, I would have had little chance of getting out alive or dead. The prison there was the largest in England, with its own hospital and morgue.

“Well, we can’t be messing about with communicable diseases here. He’ll have to be autopsied in Lower Slaughter. Ring Dr. Masters to come sign his death certificate; they won’t take him without one.”

I had seen Dr. Masters exactly five times, once each year for the required physical exam. Now here he was again. His hands were as gentle and dry as ever; his breath still smelled of wintergreen and something rotten deep inside. “Poor old fellow,” I heard him murmur, too low for anyone else to hear, as he took the key from the guard and uncuffed my wrists. He searched in vain for my pulse, removed my prison uniform, prodded my belly, rolled me over and slid the fragile glass stem of his thermometer into my cooling rectum. I loosed my tenuous grip on the world and let my soul go drifting beneath the black waves of oblivion.

“What killed him then?” was the last thing I heard, and Dr. Masters’ soft voice answering, “I’ve really no idea.”

A clatter of metal, then wheels thrumming on a paved road. There were no paved roads on the prison grounds. I couldn’t risk opening my eyes, and even if I’d wanted to, the lids felt as though they had been weighted shut with sandbags. I heard the clink of tubes and bottles, the intermittent static of a scanner radio, the bleat and snarl of traffic answered by the rising wail of a siren. I was in an ambulance. I had made it out of Painswick; now all I had to do was come back to life. But not yet.

I was strapped to another gurney and sent racing down another hall, the sound of the wheels echoing more immensely somehow here, as if this hall were made of tile and glass instead of mouldering cinder block. Another cold metal table beneath my naked back, and all at once my body was swathed in heavy crackling plastic. A body bag.

If I had been breathing, the bag’s interior would soon have grown unbearably hot and humid. Once I had used up the oxygen trapped inside, I might well have suffocated. But my lungs were closed off, soaked like two sponges with all the oxygen they would need for a while. I could enjoy the sensation of being zipped into a body bag, of my own flesh chilling. For all intents and purposes, the meat-filled envelope of skin called Andrew Compton was a lifeless corpse.

I thought of the plague years of London, of narrow muddy streets turned charnelhouses, of naked, slat-sided bodies heaped on carts and trundled through the city, pale limp bodies beginning to discolour, to distend. I imagined the smell of charred flesh, the smell of burning sickness everywhere, the sound of iron wheels trundling over broken cobblestones, the constant weary invocation Bring out your dead. I imagined myself tossed roughly onto a wooden cart atop a pile of my diseased brethren, a plague-swollen face thrust into mine, black pus dripping into my eyes, trickling into my mouth…

I feared I would get an erection and give myself away. But I was foolish to worry. I knew corpses were perfectly capable of getting lovely hard-ons. Surely the doctors would know it as well.

A harsh white light filtered through my eyelids, tracing the webwork of veins in electric red. Then there was not even that. I ceased to feel time passing. Words echoed through my head, meaning nothing; soon they too were gone. I could not remember my name or what was supposed to be happening to me. I might have been spinning in a void without feature or dimension, a blank universe of my own design.

This, then, was where the seed of consciousness was planted in the loam of existence. From here I sensed I might keep spinning away, might keep sinking. I needn’t go back. I could barely remember why I had wanted to.

I believe I could have died then. Legally, medically, I already had. My heart had been listened for and not heard; my pulse had been felt for and not found. It would have been so easy to let go.

But within the seed of consciousness curls the germ of ego. I never doubted that ego was the last part of the organism to die. I had seen the last helpless fury in some of my boys’ eyes as they realized they were really going: how could it happen to them? And what was a ghost but a leftover shred of ego, unable to believe it had been jilted by its own corruptible flesh?

Likewise my own ghost, ego, or soul—it never told me its preferred form of address—would not quite separate from the dense gray bundle of nerves that had housed it for thirty-three years. In the manner of a wild animal kept too long in a cage, it feared to venture out even when the door was flung wide open.

So I hung suspended between life and death, unable to swing either way, twirling like a spider at the end of a taut gossamer line. Was I stuck here in the void of near-consciousness? Was this the fate I had given myself over to, a necrophiliac trapped in his own decaying corpse?

There were fates I would welcome less. But not now, not when I had decided I wanted to live in the world and enjoy the fruits of my destiny. I knew I had enormous strength of will. I had used it to mimic charm when I had none, to put off neighbours complaining about the smell of my flat, to make a boy who broke away from me and ran for the door stop in his tracks simply by saying his name. (This was a memory I cherished. “Benjamin,” I’d said, quietly but more firmly than anyone had spoken to him in his whole life; and he turned, terrible emotions warring in his face, desire and dread and a wish to just have it all over with, which I quickly fulfilled.)

With all that strength of will I tried to rise, to wake. At first I could not so much feel my body as sense its boundaries and the space it occupied, without having any control over these dimensions. Then my heart twitched and my brain seemed to convulse, and my flesh rose around me like the sides of a coffin. Indeed, a coffin could not have felt more claustrophobic.

I was back in, if indeed I had ever been out. But I still couldn’t move.

Suddenly my body bag was unzipped and peeled away. I felt the metal table under me again; we were old friends by now, even if its reception was a bit chilly. The rush of air around my head smelled of formaldehyde, disinfectant, and the onions on someone’s breath. I felt gloved palms like slices of boiled meat adhering to my chest, fingers like greasy sausages closing around my biceps.

“Lock that door,” said an unfamiliar voice. “People keep popping round to have a look at him, and I won’t be disturbed.”

Not Dr. Masters, then. I was glad of it. I’d rather liked him.

I heard a click, and whoever was handling me began to speak as if into a tape recorder. “Five November… Dr. Martin Drummond assisted by junior doctor Waring… Subject of autopsy is Andrew Compton, white male aged thirty-three, incarcerated for the past five years… lividity of skin observed, but no pooling of blood. Rigor mortis may have already passed. Open his mouth, Waring.” A finger swathed in foul-tasting rubber pried my jaws apart. “Teeth in good condition… Deceased tested positive for the HIV virus, but has exhibited no symptoms of AIDS. Cause of death remains unknown.” If Drummond’s odour and the feel of his hands had not been so repulsive, I might have imagined he was reading me love poetry.

Another thermometer up the bum. “Intestinal temperature is rising,” Drummond recorded, “which would indicate the rapid onset of decomposition.”

I heard Waring’s voice, young and nervous: “Skinny little bloke, wasn’t he? How could he ever kill twenty-three men?”

“They weren’t men, they were teenage addicts.” (A lie; most of them were over twenty.) “Punks and homosexual prostitutes. Reckon they put up much of a fight?”

“Perhaps when they knew they were going to die?” Waring suggested timidly.

“He drugged them. They never saw it coming.” More lies. I only offered my guests a drink, then kept their glass filled as any host should do. And unfortunately, more than one of them did see it coming; it was just that none of them seemed to care much.

The doctors paused to write something. I knew that when they started up again they would mean business. I had read about autopsy procedure. They’d soon be coming at me with a scalpel, intending to make a Y-shaped incision that started at my collarbone, converged at my sternum, and ran straight down my stomach to the pubic bone. They would pry off my breastplate and crack open my ribs, after which they would remove, weigh, and examine my viscera. I’d heard somewhere that the organs of people who had died of long wasting diseases looked as if they’d been detonated, but of course mine were still ticking.

When my guts were bagged and catalogued, all that remained would be to peel my scalp down over my face, saw off the top of my skull, and remove my brain. This they would drop into a jar of spirits, where it ought to feel perfectly at home, and where it would have to marinate for a fortnight before it was firm enough to be sectioned and analyzed. The brain begins turning to mush at the moment of death, and by the time they finished doing all these things to me, I supposed I really would be dead.

I strained to plug back into my nervous system, to regain control of my muscles and skeleton. It all seemed an impossibly complicated tangle I had forgotten how to operate, if I had ever known. It was as though I had risen through murky fathoms of sentience and was now pressing against a cell-thin but very strong membrane stretched across the surface.

“Opening him up,” said Drummond. The stainless steel blade sliced deep into the left pectoral muscle of my chest. The pain burst the membrane, sang through my nerves like an electric shock, and pulled me all the way out of death.












































e9781439136409/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


e9781439136409/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Preface


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Epilogue


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Simon & Schuster Front Sign-up Page


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Preface


		Epilogue


		About the Author


		Simon & Schuster Back Sign-up Page


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		XIII


		XIV


		XV


		XVI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256








e9781439136409/fonts/EBGaramond-SemiBoldItalic.ttf


e9781439136409/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


e9781439136409/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


e9781439136409/fonts/PlayfairDisplay-Regular.ttf


e9781439136409/images/9781439136409.jpg
“A GUIDEBOOK TO HELL.” —PETER STRAUB

a nove

ACCLAIMED AUTHOR OF LOST SOULS, DRAWING BLOOD, AND WORMWOOD





e9781439136409/fonts/EBGaramond-SemiBold.ttf


e9781439136409/images/title.jpg
Exquisite
Corpse

Poppy Z. Brite

Gallery Books
New York Amsterdam/Antwerp London
Toronto Sydney New Delhi





e9781439136409/fonts/AbrilFatface-Regular.ttf


e9781439136409/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


