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CHAPTER 1

Eccentric If Not Insane



People who work in a mental hospital don’t like you to call it an insane asylum. Especially when it’s no longer being used for its original purpose.

As usual, I’m getting ahead of myself. What got me into a nineteenth-century Hospital for the Negro Insane in the mountains of Virginia was that Halloween party. The Halloween party from hell.

October was giving us an Indian summer like none I had seen in years, and heavy warm rain poured down as thick as lava and made it hard for me to navigate the streets of our nation’s capital. The Egret’s windshield wipers were semaphoring so crazily that I thought they might fly away.

On a night like that you can grow a beard waiting for a taxi, so Sasha had implored me (her word, not mine) to pick her up at the bar on my way to the party. The party that was her idea.

Licking Knob is a hole in the wall off a murder alley behind the Department of Labor. The Egret was almost too wide to get past the big rubber trash cans lining the brick walls, but I managed. Sasha was waiting in the door of the bar and came running to tear open the door on the passenger side and throw herself inside. Her skinny black dress was so long that I wasn’t sure it would fit in the car, but she managed.

She had some kind of drink in a hideous yellow plastic cup and almost spilled it on me. I could smell the bourbon, cinnamon, syrup, butter, and hot water and knew it was a Hot Brick. The Nose knows.

“They’re putting Gray in an insane asylum,” she said breathlessly, before I even had time to pull away from the curb. “Except they’re not calling it that anymore.”

“I’m suffused with joy to see you, too,” I told her. “Hang on and don’t slosh that concoction into my lap. We may hit a few potholes between here and Georgetown.”

“My dear Finn, what kind of comment is that? When I just told you Gray is about to be locked up with a bunch of sickies?”

“I’ve had several centuries to practice hiding my emotions.”

I got a mental flash of our friend’s long lanky body, his goofy-but-cute frog face split by an incandescent grin that seemed to wrap around his entire head. Snapping black eyes, shaggy dark hair, widow’s peak above a broad forehead bisected by a throbbing vein. Then a jump cut to the video where we had seen him last, twisting desperately in his bondage, on his way to the most intense orgasm of his nineteen years.

Sasha shook her head violently, making her black wig do snaky things in the air. She was in her favorite Kabuki makeup, with bold and saucy whiskers drawn on the perfect alabaster of her face, but she had left her cat ears and tail at home. The ridiculously long train of her dress was now bunched up in her lap.

“Who are you supposed to be, by the way?” I was worried about Gray, and I needed a moment to think.

“Morticia. You know, the Addams Family.”

“Carolyn Jones from the TV show, or Anjelica Huston from the movies? And I don’t remember Morticia having cat whiskers.”

“Artistic license, my dear. Can we please talk about Gray? It’s why we’re going to this party in the first place.”

“All right, let’s talk about this party. Knowing Rothrock, it’s going to be a real horror show. His house will be full of people from the Slice. You do have the invitation? He was insistent that no one gets in without one.”

We were taking a corner at greater speed than was perhaps advisable in the rain, and she steadied herself with one hand. With the other, she nested the drink between her knees and then dug deep inside her dress and fished out a large card on stiff blood-red paper. “The Masque of the Red Death. It says costumes are also an entrance requirement. And the way he explained it to me, you have to be a real person or a specific character from a book or a movie or play. So you can’t just go as a pirate, you’d have to be Long John Silver from Treasure Island.”

“And tell me again why we’re going?”

She sighed histrionically. “I explained that this morning. To find out where they’re putting Gray. Last night one of the bartenders at Leda was talking about what he heard from a friend of his. This friend works at the District’s Substance Abuse Services. You know how they sometimes will fund a stay in rehab for residents with a serious problem.”

“And?”

‘The friend knew that Gray is a regular at Leda and the Swan, and she told this bartender that they were sending him off somewhere that wasn’t local. She wasn’t sure which treatment center.”

“And?”

“And I got the friend’s name and number and I talked to her this morning. She was extremely congenial. She said she would find out which rehab Gray was being dispatched to. The only thing she knew for sure was that it’s a program being run out of a former mental hospital. She promised that she would find out which one.”

“And I suppose there’s a good reason why she couldn’t just give you this information over the phone? Why we have to go to Rothrock’s party to get it?”

She took a big slug of her Hot Brick. “She can’t find out until the party, because she’s going to the party with her boss, who’s one of the bigwigs at SAS, and she says she has to get a few drinks in her boss to get the info.”

I almost ran us off the road. “My stars, Sasha. This is a bad episode of some bad soap opera. Can’t she look at Gray’s folder or chart or whatever they call his records?”

“They call it your jacket. And apparently she can’t get access to it because Gray was assigned to a case manager in a different department or something. Her boss will know, though.”

“Goody. Now all we have to do is endure a house full of drunken theater people. Everyone who works at the Slice, and probably the entire cast of The Hand of Dracula. How in the name of bleeding Jesus did two staff members from Substance Abuse get invited to Rothrock’s party anyway?”

We had reached M Street and were bearing down on the intersection with Wisconsin Avenue.

“She and her boss go to the Slice to see shows all the time. She couldn’t stop talking about it once she found out I hang out there, too. ‘The most brilliant and innovative idea to combine an avant-garde theater with a pizza parlor,’ blah blah blah, ‘and to call it The Slice at the End of the Mind,’ and on and on. It wasn’t until I mentioned the party that she got the idea of meeting us there and handing over Gray’s location once she wormed it out of her boss. They got invitations because they’re season subscribers.”

“We’re going to give them a night to remember. Packed in cheek to jowl with the creator and cast of a new stage version of Dracula. All of whom are eccentric if not insane. And the chance to meet me, the legendary Celtic hero Finn M’Coul, an immortal godlet and a handsome devil, seven feet tall, hair like a forest fire—”

“My dear Finn …”

“Yes?”

“Shut up.”


CHAPTER 2

The Masque of the Red Death



The house was a Tudor monstrosity of timber and stone, something out of Shakespeare, or more likely the film Shakespeare in Love. Closed windows were keeping in the climate control but not the music.

We hurried through the heavy warm rain, up a walk of crazily aligned paving stones slick with moisture, a giant jigsaw puzzle that someone had sneezed on.

Sasha was sailing along, the overlong slinky dress trailing behind her and totally hiding her feet; under the overhang of the porch, she lifted and twisted its train in a vain attempt to wring out some of the rainwater.

“There’s a Republican here. I can smell him.”

“Sasha, we’re not even inside yet.”

She gave me the eye. “They’re going to love you, whoever you are.”

“I am Leslie Howard in his fabulous role as the Scarlet Pimpernel, that deceptively simple English fop who devoted himself to rescuing nobility from the blood-lust of the French Revolution.” The flimsy lace and silk of my costume were also sopping wet.

The door flew open, and we pushed into the mob-loud house, past a bare-chested young god in a metallic silver Mexican wrestling mask and something that looked like a large diaper. In a small entrance hall with a slate floor, we shook ourselves and stared up a long straight flight of carpeted stairs.

At the foot of those stairs stood Rothrock, he of the ravaged face and apelike arms, wrapped in a floor-length vicuna coat and a cashmere scarf and sporting a pair of supernaturally large eyeglasses. “Truman Capote, at your service. Perhaps you have read my book, In Cold Blood?”

Down the stairs came bouncing an ebullient tune, which he appeared to be conducting with a cigarette in a holder not quite as long as his forearm.

“Henry Mancini’s great ‘Pie in the Face Polka.’ From his great soundtrack for the great movie The Great Race, starring the great Tony Curtis and the great Jack Lemmon and the superficially attractive Dorothy Provine.”

One of Rothrock’s innumerable eccentricities was his collection of reproductions of Madonna and Child paintings. On the staircase behind him was one showing Mary in a red dress, deep blue shawl, and simple kerchief, holding a very fat baby Jesus wrapped in swaddling clothes not unlike the costume of the Mexican wrestler who let us in. He saw me looking at it.

“Elizabeth Sirani’s ‘Virgin and Child.’ She painted it in 1633. Make yourselves at home. There’s food all over the place.”

Tad, an impish stagehand from the Slice, came out from the sunken living room to our right. He was in the traditional multicolored motley suit and belled cap of a king’s jester. A leprechaun with a goblin’s face, he had uncontrollable wiry curly brown hair and a nose like a ski jump. He was carrying a bottle of Night Train Flambeau (“Serve very cold”) and some kind of dessert cup.

“Don’t tell me,” I say. “The dwarf from ‘Hop-Frog.’ Your favorite Edgar Allan Poe story, God knows why.”

“I like the part where the members of the court insult him and he sets them on fire, and they’re burnt alive.”

“What’s that you’ve got there?”

“Lemon sherbet with creme de menthe on top. It tastes like I’ve got a mouth full of honeysuckle.”

Rothrock waved his cigarette holder and made a face of ecstasy. “It’s the most civilized dessert in the world.”

“That reminds me of a story.” Jackie, his box office manager at the Slice, appeared in an antique gown and a Mardi Gras half-mask. She was holding two metal coffee pots, the kind she used for big parties at the theater, where she liked to offer them by asking, “Regular or decapitated?”

“When I was in Paris I once tried to order absinthe in a café. This was years ago, before they started to make it legal again some places. The waiter became very haughty and said, ‘Madame, absinthe has been outlawed in every civilized country for years. I suggest you try Spain.’” She laughed.

We stepped down into the dim cave of the sunken living room, where Madonna and Child pictures lined the walls.

There were so many people here that I could barely catch a glimpse of the burgundy carpet, covered with strange arabesques that leaped in and out of view as the throng shifted. Despite Rothrock’s demand for specific people and characters, I saw what appeared to be generic witches, punk rockers, cats, cavemen, and military types.

Young men of unknown profession with crewcuts and padded shoulders. A very elderly man with a beard in which a bit of scallion was lodged. A sickly girl devoured by anorexia, in a crumpled orange silk dress. A tall boy and girl gleaming like foxfire, wearing matching light suits, hooded jumpers apparently made from crushed glow sticks. Who were these people? Did they include our informants?

A handsome boy in eighteenth-century dress, billowing shirt with puffed sleeves and powdered wig, brandished a dueling sword and cried, “Stand and deliver, for I am a bold deceiver!”

I looked at the mob and wondered what it would be like to be here tripping on acid.

Tad turned to me. “Have you seen that idiot Knox? He’s running around with a mask and a loincloth and no shirt, showing off his superjock body. He’s such a gym rat.”

Ah, Knox. “That’s who let us in.”

We drifted over to the grand piano, where Tad put down his empty dish. “I hear he’s gone through just about every girl in his school. Probably gonna end up dognosed with syphilis or something.”

“Don’t you mean diagnosed?”

“No, I mean dognosed. That’s what happens when you get syphilis. Your nose turns into a dognose and then it falls off.”

I surveyed the glittering crowd. “All these people can’t be from your show.”

“Nope. Lot of people I don’t recognize. The boss knows a lot of strange people.”

Viktor Pikasso, whom I remembered from shows at the Slice, minced up, walking with effortless skill on his high heels. His poisonous green dress was clinging to his substantial frame, and his fine dark face was topped by an Afro wig so large that several birds could nest in it.

“Angelfood McSpade,” he rumbled in answer to our looks of appreciation. “A recurring character in the underground comics of R. Crumb. Sometimes known as Angelfood McDevilfood.” He chuckled in chocolate.

“Othello would be too predictable, my dear Viktor,” said Jackie. “Good to see you. We were just wondering where the other actors are.” She grabbed my arm. “Viktor is our Professor Van Helsing.”

And suddenly in front of us were the three strikingly beautiful, good guys enlisted by Van Helsing to be his young vampire hunters. I had met them recently at a pizza party at the theater.

Dark-haired Glenn Williamson, Stoker’s “moral Viking,” the American Quincey Morris, looked nice in an elegant silk suit.

Tall blond Simon Henderson, the ferociously handsome moneybags Arthur Holmwood, Lord Godalming, was showing his muscular arms and legs in an outfit of sleeveless leather armor and a very short skirt.

Brandon Thor, their little Jonathan Harker, he of the floppy mop of lustrous hair, had gone shirtless, demonstrating that despite appearing delicate when fully clothed he was in fact quite wiry and toned; beneath his right eye was a monstrous mouse of a bruise, and wicked bloody scratches ran across his left collarbone and down the right side of his rippling stomach.

“Hey, Brando. Nice makeup,” Tad told him.

He tried to look tough. “I’m Brad Pitt in Fight Club.”

Glenn said, “I’m Brad Pitt in Ocean’s Eleven.”

Simon said, “I’m Brad Pitt in Troy.”

We all laughed, and they laughed with us.

As our chuckles subsided, however, the gorgeous trio continued to laugh, rather wildly, for a disturbingly long time.

Now that they were so close to us, being pushed practically in our faces by the menagerie of showoffs pressing in all around us, I saw that all three of them had storm stained hair and dull glazed eyes. They had just come in from the rain, and they were not just playing horseshoes out there.

Tad tried to keep the conversation going. “So I guess what you guys really are is a pack of hyenas, all played by Brad Pitt.”

“Kinda!” Simon was twisting in a fit of giggles so violent that he looked more like the Batman villain The Riddler than the Greek warrior Achilles. “We just had the most amazing clambake.”

“Damn! Sorry I missed it.” Tad loved doobie parking, crammed into a car closed up like a clam and filled with pot smoke.

The vampire hunters staggered off in the direction of the stairs.

I was wondering where the play’s star, the young man playing Count Dracula, was. Rothrock’s stroke of genius, if anyone asked him, was to make Dracula an absolutely gorgeous seventeen-year-old boy, and in Kristof Gulgoleth he had found one. One who was from Eastern Europe to boot. Think of the devil, as anyone will tell you …

“I love the night.” The exotic accent tipped me off before I turned to find Kristof at my elbow, exhaling a lungful of peppermint like a kiss. His strong body was gloved in gold: long-sleeved shirt, long pointed collar open at a visibly pulsing pale ivory throat, long snug trousers, soft slippers. On his head were long pointed copper horns that blended into the copper-gold of his short hair. He seemed lit from within. Precious metal and mint. Fire and ice.

Sasha floated up to him. “I love your accent. Where are you from?”

“Far away.” He ran the words together, making a rhyme with “carroway,” the “r” rippling and multiplying on his tongue. I saw that his tongue was long and pointed, too. Hot pink. Looking at him was making me slightly dizzy.

Ever the gentleman, I indicated my companion. “Kristof, I don’t think you’ve met Sasha Shame.”

“I like your horns.” Sasha tentatively reached an admiring hand toward one of his sleeves but did not quite touch it. In the murk her eyes were onyx and looked almost as clouded as those I had just seen in the stoned skulls of the clambaked Brad Pitts.

“I am Lucifer.”

Tad, his chin jutting aggressively, almost got up in his face. “The Devil should be red. Or black. How come you’re all gold?”

“Lucifer means Light-bringer or Bearer of Light. People forget that he was the fairest and best of the angels before he fell. Better to reign in Hell than serve in Heaven. As your poet John Milton wrote.”

“Milton was English, not American.”

“I mean only that he wrote in English. A magnificent tongue.” His tongue was magnificent.

“And here’s our star!” Jackie swept up with Rothrock in tow. She managed to do what Sasha could not, placing a hand firmly on Kristof’s shoulder. “As my character Mrs. Venable says, ‘And on that summer day Sebastian saw the face of God.’ Suddenly Last Summer,” she rushed to explain to him.

The young Dracula ducked his godlike face slightly. “I am pleased to be in the play.”

“I was just telling Cosmo what a hit we’re going to have. What he’s doing with Stoker is brilliant. Hollywood hokum with a touch of class and just the right tinge of the surreal. A dish of fried gold with a side of dope sauce, as someone once said in a different context.”

“Oh, ah. Harrumph.” Rothrock fiddled with his cashmere scarf. “Goethe was right. Boldness has genius, magic, and power in it. Those who disagree with me—”

“Of which there were once millions. One herd covered three states and when they moved it was like thunder.” Jackie got in an unexpected dig.

“When they flew they blotted out the sun.” Tad joined in.

“Am I being made fun of? Need I remind you all that I am your director?”

The bouncing polka music had changed to something classical and soothing. Rothrock cocked his apelike head. “Ah, there’s the Brahms. The only one of his compositions I can abide. As George Bernard Shaw said, Brahms was rather tiresomely addicted to dressing himself up as Handel or Beethoven and making a prolonged and intolerable noise. This piece, however—”

“Good God!” As though borne on the tide of violins now gushing from the stairs, King Canfield came cannonballing off the slate floor of the entrance hall and rocked heavily down into the sunken living room. At the Slice, they liked to call him the largest stage manager in captivity. His enormously fat body threatened to burst the seams of an Army uniform bristling with stars and medals, and his white Santa Claus hair was hidden under a fireball of a badly designed red wig. One meaty paw was clutching a big glass of red wine.

The look that he gave Rothrock was frighteningly malevolent. “Your kitchen, sir, is full of idiots.”

“It often is.” Our host was unruffled.

“At this moment a bunch of college boys are making a granddaddy of a mess. They’ve got two blenders going, bottles all over the place, the floor is wet with wall-to-wall spilled liquor, sharp knives, and slices of fruit on every available surface, and it’s my considered opinion that they are under the influence of drugs.”

“Sounds like Heaven.” Tad, of course. He danced a little jig, and the bells on his Hop-Frog jester’s cap jingled in agreement.

“They say they’re making pitchers of some concoction called Sex in the Snow.”

“Is that anything like Sex on the Beach? I know how to make those.” Another tinkle of bells as Tad wiggled with excitement.

“It was all I could do to get a simple serving of red wine.” He lifted his glass and studied its sloshing contents. “As my character says, ‘All my life I’ve been in love with it. Its color. Its luster. Its divine heaviness. I welcome any enterprise that will increase my stock, which is considerable.’ Of course, in the movie he’s talking about gold, not wine.”

“You’re Auric Goldfinger,” I said. “That’s why you’re in uniform. He disguises himself as an officer for the dawn raid on Fort Knox.”

“The best of the James Bond films, and don’t let anyone tell you differently.”

“Ahem. Speaking of Fort Knox,” Rothrock said through a cloud of cigarette smoke, “has anyone seen our asylum attendant Knox? I’ve been a little concerned about his, shall we say, state of mind. I don’t suppose those boys in the kitchen included him?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if his whole fraternity is back there, but I didn’t notice him. He’s the one
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