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  Praise for Creatures of Light

  



  “Vincent Virga, weaving his spell for a – yes, spellbound readership, matching the enchantment of the first generation of the motion picture, embraces us with the moving rhythms and page turning progress off this long awaited third volume of his epic Gaywyck quartet – another triumphant rendering of his mastery of that most exacting tradition, the High Romance.”

  – James McCourt


  Praise for Gaywyck

  



  “An extraordinary tour de force that merits special praise.”

  – The Advocate


  “Gaywyck is the very definition of classic. Using gothic romance to explore the love that once “dared not speak its name,” Gaywyck proves compelling fiction and love are truly timeless.”

  – Rick R. Reed


  “I enjoyed Gaywyck very much. A fascinating mixture of Wilde, the gothic, and, above all, the souls laid to rest in New York.”

  – Angus Wilson


  “A groundbreaking romance classic by a trailblazing author, Gaywyck blew open the doors of romance, proving what Vincent Virga has said for years: Genre has no gender. Merging the lushness of the best gothics with the big emotions of modern historicals, this is a story that transforms the way you think of the romance novel.”

  – Sarah MacLean


  “As of 2024, Mr. Virga is one of the only surviving members of a pantheon of gay novelists who changed the way queer stories got told, forever. Suckled on pulps, they wrote books that escaped the camp gulag by sheer force of will via humor and hubris, poesy and porn … entire subgenres of pop-culture redefined by brilliant queers writing against the grain.”

  – Damon Suede


  “Gaywyck is not just another gothic novel and not just another gay book. Its subtly plotted structure, its many classical and camp allusions, its cheeky daring, its genuine psychological veracity, and Virga’s sure command of the conventions of the gothic novel all add up to something special indeed.”

  – Mandate Magazine


  “The tangled lives, dark secrets, and mad love – all conventions of the romance genre – are stood on their heads in this reimagining. Virga set about cannily reversing roles and inverting tropes to fashion a puzzle wrapped in an enigma of requited and unrequited love. Gaywyck stands the test of time and remains a modern classic.”

  – Larry Mellman


  “From the opening sentence of the narrative – ‘I resemble my mother physically’ – to the closing one – ‘Bells tolled, the sea continued, our love endures’ – Mr. Vincent Virga had me in his spell.”

  – Gay Community News


  “Read the son of a bitch! You'll love it!”

  – Armisted Maupin


  


  
  



  Praise for Vadriel Vail

  



  “Vincent Virga understands that the Gothic is always about the secret, vexed attraction of virtue for vice and vice for virtue, the first unsure of whether it wants to ennoble or be degraded, the second of whether it wants to degrade or be ennobled. That engine pulses through this wild, magnificently excessive novel, which teems with the social and sexual life of queer Gilded-Age New York.”

  – Peter Trachtenberg, The Twilight of Bohemia: Westbeth and the Last Artists in New York


  “Here is the Gilded Age from the inside out, rendered with a depth of character and an emotional range that transcend time and place. In their own private Arden, exceptional women and extraordinary men are swept up in a whirlwind of love and desire. Hearts are shattered and mended, lives are made and broken. In the spirit but against the grain of classic romance. Virga never fails to deliver the goods. He's got the magic touch. This one is a lulu, hon.”

  – Larry Mellman


  “Vincent Virga is an extremely observant writer and a compassionate creator: there’s rare finesse in his works. They’re smart, brave, and authentic at heart, and at the same time they have all the build and maturity of the greatest classical literature. Vadriel Vail is a one-of-a-kind novel: it turns the everlasting challenge of searching for the truth about who you are into a sweeping adventure. It’s rich, it’s gripping, and it might certainly give you whiplash at times. And – it’s a precious pearl and a gorgeously unique read. Our whole book club has treasured the chance to read it; I can only envy those who haven’t read it yet.”

  – Anya, Founder of the Russian Gaywyck Readers Group


  “As melodramatic, mysterious and menacing a gay gothic romance as one might desire on the heels of the classic Gaywyck.”

  – Layla McCay, The Queer Bookshelf: a reader's guide


  “Vadriel Vail feels so private and internal that I feel like Vince Virga wrote the story for me, personally. For anyone prone to the vapors, this book ain’t polite and embraces melodrama with lusty, literary  abandon, as it should. Witty and erotic, sullen and sly the book takes a swooping left turn into gravitas and lyricism, turning the world first glimpsed in Gaywyck into a bonfire of self-sacrifice and smoldering aggression. An audacious, muscular homoerotic reimagination of a legendary novel. Virga never forgets that love is wide and wild and will not fit within the shadow of our steeple. Read this book with an open heart the next time you’re hungry for a rich, rowdy meal. Delish!”

  – Damon Suede


  “Prepare to have all of your senses fully engaged. Vadriel Vail is literature as it is meant to be; luminous and beguiling, a profound mosaic of allusion and desire. Virga's novel returns to the American literary scene just in time: we need and deserve transformative love – this epic torch that is Vadriel Vail lights the way.”

  – Tom Cardamone, Momentary Aberrations


  “With Gaywick, Vincent Virga devised a genre – the Gay Gothic with a Happy Ending – which he exuberantly revisits in Vadriel Vail. This is a novel of multiform delights, in which the protagonist must reconcile spirituality, sexuality and social conscience to become fully himself. Here Bildungsroman meets Bodice Ripper. Once again, Vincent Virga has brilliantly teased apart the conventions of romance fiction to arrive at love’s predicate. It’s all in there: Vadriel Vail contains multitudes.”

  – Matthew Fink, The Tattered Canopy of the Velodrome
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  VINCENT VIRGA


  Vincent Virga, born in Greenwich Village in 1942, was raised in a family of seven on Long Island. Vincent was obsessed with movies, and books, and pop music, and dancing, and had been Macy’s Most Beautiful Child – the foundation for a life somewhere over the rainbow.

  In 1964, he went to Yale’s Graduate School of Drama where he met James McCourt. In 1965, he “came out” in Paris in the shadow of Notre Dame and made an exclusive commitment to McCourt; they celebrated their 60th anniversary in 2025.

  Vincent Virga has been called “America’s foremost picture editor.” He has researched, edited, and designed picture sections for more than 150 books, including Eyes of the Nation: A Visual History of the United States and Cartographia: Mapping Civilizations. He also spent over two decades working with the curators at the Library of Congress on 29 books.

  His most celebrated novel, Gaywyck, sparked a revolution as the first gay gothic romance. ReQueered Tales is reissuing it, the sequel Vadriel Vail, and two follow-up novels, completing a Quartet of indescribable delight. A Comfortable Corner, his second published fiction, was also recently reissued.


  


  


  


  


  CREATURES OF LIGHT

  Gaywyck Quartet, Book 3

  


  by Vincent Virga

  



  


  


  INTRODUCTION

  



  Vincent Virga single-handedly created the gay gothic genre in 1980 when he published Gaywyck. First issued as a paperback original by Avon books, this playful mix of parody and homage took such classic tales as Jane Eyre, Rebecca, and Dragonwyck and populated their romantic plots and moods with openly gay characters. Virga was ahead of his time. The prevalent style for gay novels in the post-Stonewall era was much more serious, dominated by the high art of Edmund White, the lyric elegy of Andrew Holleran, and the satirical sermons of Larry Kramer. Gaywyck, in contrast, was pure fun.


  In the years since, the world has caught up with Virga. Gay romance and gay gothics have come into their own, attracting large audiences in both books and television. And Virga has continued to write, expanding Gaywyck into a multi-volume saga. Creatures of Light is the third installment, where the four protagonists of the first two novels travel to Europe in 1912. They meet up with their friend Freddie Gage, a rich young American with a new boyfriend, Gatino, a diabolical sex machine from Sicily. It's as wonderfully mad and entertaining as its predecessors, written in a rich, elaborate, fruitcake prose that mixes high culture with higher melodrama. Imagine a collaboration between Ronald Firbank and Jacqueline Susann, with occasional art lectures from Kenneth Clark’s Civilization.


  Even the sex scenes are enjoyably baroque and goofy. Here's Gatino with an earlier lover:


  
  [Naum Rozenberg's] farouche lovemaking knew no boundaries. His Krillov-taught stamina surpassed the disciplined stamina of the younger man in his arms. Until dawn broke with a shining crack of pomegranate red, they ran like Apollo’s foaming horses into the blinding sun reveling in the richest carnality with Rozenberg asserting his total dominance: at first gently, then with a live-wire ferocity. Longing to take root, he could only plunder his son of Venus playing their sport for greedy pleasure careless of their toys hoping Gatino’s emotional hunger offered a trap door into his heart. The world’s fulfillment was in those bulging inflammatory amber eyes. Rapaciously, Naum rocked him into a noisy stupor of torrid excess and, except for a flicker of sightlessness at the crest of their roaring orgasmic tsunamis, he did not miss a second of the show, leaving the gasping, sobbing, laughing, weeping, sopping-wet recipient of his unrelenting, orchestrated propulsions in a near-comatose condition.

  


  To be honest, gothic romance, gay or otherwise, is not really my genre. The gaudy fantasies, terrors, and wish fulfillments make me dizzy. I prefer realism. But I can enter into the gothic spirit if it's done with humor and style. Virga is playful, smart, over-the-top, and fearless. His storytelling is very tongue-in-cheek, but without spoiling the pleasures of story. Here he keeps adding new characters, more and more of them, expanding gothic romance into a crowded, trans-Atlantic epic. There are guest appearances by Diaghilev, Njinsky, Alfred Steiglitz, Marcel Proust, D.W. Griffith, Cocteau, Evelyn Nesbit, and the Titanic. There are enough plot twists and spectacular set-pieces for a half dozen novels. It's not soap opera, but soap grand opera. Vincent Virga explodes the genre. I've never read anything like it.


  



  Christopher Bram

  February, 2026


  



Christopher Bram is an American author of nine novels including Father of Frankenstein about movie director James Whale. Bram is a multiple nominee for the Lambda Literary Award for Gay Fiction, and received the Bill Whitehead Award for Lifetime Achievement.
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  Come my friends, ’tis not too late

  to seek a newer world.

  — Alfred, Lord Tennyson

  


  


  


  Prologue

  


  


  


  ’LO THAR, PARDNERS, mio dolce vinci! Sweet sprites! Robbie and Vadriel, Donough and Armand, aussi!

  You believe in Evil? If not, guys, my story ain’t no serial for you. Or for our flicker Deronda, on at the pictures if I keep mum as the visiting moon. E vero. Muzzled like Tamino, I throne in Pluto’s Paradise – Yoshiwara reborn! Me, a Horatio Alger hero in a fanzine dream-scape shot for the ogling world, and adored like The Christ Himself. (Another hot property I hear on the grapevine.) Numi, pietà! Shameless is Fate! Anaxagoras sells Life as a journey but the way I live now a destruttori de vite press agent peddling tripe has me lackeying the varying tide. He fools my popolani black and blue and shits on my soul. Luck and pluck (and sex) (and talent, too) have all to do with me. Me and Horatio long for flights of angels. Not to sing you to your rest but to wing you here to Gaywyck West! I feelingly speak now. I am in no holiday humor. I can only dream of Gaywyck East, ameno ragazzi! With bolts of limelight, the word-smith grifters halo or torch us Star Players. Us creatures of light. Us phenomenons of irradiation. Us key-lit stand-ins for Venus on our transit across the silver screen aglow like her blazing sun, no? Capiche? No god me for sure. In this too, too (in my history) sullied flesh, a light-weight pal awaits you, not the magic-lantern show touted as deflowering America! Oimè! Born I was in the velvet glance of Fortune where I will die. Yet okhrana Naumky, king of us shadows, devotee of shunga and central to our play, cums armed with weapons of jealousy worse than Death. He follows me cheek by jowl. I desire we be better strangers. I avouched it to his head and was translated into an ass. My shame will not be erased by the River of Time! Give my regards to Broadway, which I marked in my fashion! Out Here on the Other Coast in endless goodly weather every on-the-take Joe knows who summoned Death with that .38. A coup de foudre, yes? Si? The Truth bankrolls printed Lies by turning mail black. But I see them through. They are crystal clear. They make my blood change to snow-broth. I speak in sober meanings. Oh! Merry Xmas 1925 from fluorescent Hollywood, Dream Dump, USA. Overhead is the real Milky Way? The address of the has-been gods released from morals clauses they would have flunked? Or is it a Rose Studio cloud of steam lit by mercury vapor lamps? All will be well, no? Happy endings and hasty kisses all around, no? Fred and Hamlet say murder will out. I say only in my boffo Hollywood versions of Life these days. No whirligig of time Out Here to bring in his revenges. Gustav’s creator spiritus need not apply. This is how the world wags. Oy! I am boiled to death with melancholy. Imprisoned like Richard II, and marry, I am still love-shaked.  Oggi, sempre, amore.

  Your Carmine, valent’huomo, a comrade Soul in Paradise. I dream of being cast in Correggio’s buttery Assumption as the ascending one throwing the world a furry, cratered moon in Parma’s Duomo! Fred is writing the photoplay special for me. We are like Juno’s swans, coupled and inseparable. As the sacred Euripides wrote: “In vain man’s expectations; God brings the unthought to be, as here we see.”


  


  


  Chapter One

  


  


  


  MUCH TO THE TEARFUL Stefano Gruppo’s relief, the blowtorch effect of Sicily’s midsummer dusty breeze finally gagged his family of grousing theatricals. A major part of their job description – traveling like gypsies – was no longer fun. It was a curse for two enervating days now, ever since the sun started behaving like the lit end of a cigarette burning through a sheet of azure-painted backdrop in pursuit of them. Their crawling shadows appeared scorched into the surface of the rutted, yellow, dirt road, crossing an endless, white-granite, mountainous terrain cluttered with ravine-scarred slopes.

  In thirty-year-old Stefano’s chronic optimism, the sizzling earth suddenly resembled a dolce di farina gialla, his favorite Sicilian cornmeal cake. It was baking with him in God’s oven. Immense, chipped white almonds had replaced the delectable honey-colored walnuts. Almonds and walnuts convened with pistachios and Gelato Siciliano made in sea-breezed Palermo with the icy crystals of the year-round snow on the peak of Mt. Etna. Craving the favorite ice cream, his mouth watered. It made a nice change from the parched desperation accompanying him on this pitiless desert set.

  “For such a tiny thing on the maps,” he thought, “Sicily sure takes up big space!”

  In spite of their communal misery, all were unwilling to overburden their beloved, unflappable mule Baltasaro, looking jaunty in a yellow straw hat. He was a handsome, brawny, black fellow with a high-gloss rump, bunchy muscles, a bristling mane, and brown eyes bright with cognition buried deep in the sleepy-watchful gaze of a bank guard. Plastered with golden dust, all five disgruntled players trudged in well-rehearsed attitudes of despair beside their large, newly restored, brightly colored caravan, which he pulled effortlessly. It housed the scene drops and costumes for the Teatro Gruppo, its musical instruments, its professional and personal necessities, and its makeshift stage. In fact, Baltasaro could stroll along without complaint carrying 300 pounds, seven hours a day, twenty days straight, as if his charge were a bag of wigs. He seemed oblivious to the dull, deadly rays of the Sicilian sun.

  In silence the actors projected a shattered condition scrunching across drought-dry, feudal Sicily with its interminable undulations overheated as their sighs. Squinting, they loathed the landscape reduced by glare to the two-dimensions of a sad and lifeless, repetitious and monochromatic stage cyclorama bought on the cheap: a barren sketch with never a tree to shade them, never a drop of water to refresh them, always and forever a place where identical hillocks mixed with upstart rocky heaps of sharp, flinty peaks inhabited by cave dwellers. Some windows in those lofty, cool homes had panes of glittering glass recalling flickering overhead stage lamps warning of electrical shorts capable of frizzing the actors into handfuls of yet more suffocating dust.

  On and on, along the billowy track, the physically-fit players slogged oblivious to Sicily’s radiant, natural beauty wishing only to see the cinder-red setting sun. The illiterate, suspicious occupants of the last village they grumbled through with its foul open drains and pigs walking the streets had begrudgingly pointed the actors straight ahead to the summer palazzo of the Prince of Rusuttano somewhere beyond the horizon where the overeager, unwelcome sun would accompany them for several hours more.

  Exact distance could not be ascertained from the naturally secretive peasants; and the local dialect added an additional barrier though Stefano reckoned they were nearly there. He was convinced by cursive nods and jerked thumbs: this was the route the royal family had recently used in a convoy of carriages for its yearly three-month sojourn in the Villa Belice outside Rusuttano. Their permanent home, the Villa Rusuttano, was just outside the city of Palermo, and their town palazzo was on the Piazza Marina among the other members of the Palermitan aristocracy living in thrall of the cosca, the Mafia’s basic unit composed of blood relatives. There were three other residences abandoned on the island due to financial constraints.

  Palermo, Stefano recalled gratefully, with its exotic, semi-oriental character, still appealed to the royal families and industrial dynasties of northern Europe. They lived on palatial yachts even though a mere 20 of the 200 baroque palazzi were occupied, a dozen by impoverished Sicilian aristocrats of the ancien regime, including Don Pietro Salina, the current Prince of Rusuttano. The others were inhabited by wealthy foreigners or bourgeois Sicilians recently titled for monetary service to their king or self-titled by claiming genealogical links with aristocrats long dead. The most respected of the former ilk was the shipping magnate and cosca Don – “I’m in charge of all new Sicilian construction!” – “Count” Giuseppe Florio of Palermo; he financed the town’s fashionable events, such as the drama festival, as well as Don Pietro’s circumscribed life.

  The vacant palazzi were crumbling. The port city went downhill after the 1908 Messina earthquake killed 77,000 people and planted fear of the legendary vengeful Sicilian deities even in the profane. But happily for the Teatro Gruppo, Palermo’s annual theater festival was still a big draw among the moneyed classes always drawn to titled people with or without their bills paid.

  Don Pietro’s majordomo had given basic directions to the Prince’s summer residence, and though Stefano thought only in Upstage and Down, Stage Right, Stage Left – north, south, east, west meant nothing to him – his visual memory seemed in high gear during the briefing. However, his memory stalled when the troupe found itself unexpectedly alone outside Palermo’s Porta Maqueda staring at the open road. All he remembered was they were due in Santa Margherita di Belice, seventy-five miles (or so) southwest of Palermo – a three day trip for Baltasaro.

  This was day five. Thanks to wrong directions from the police guard at the city gate, the first two days were spent on a “detour.” They passed as days on the road usually did: without incident. The weather was warm and balmy. The players camped by streams and bathed under a waterfall. They caught fresh fish, ate heaps of local vegetables and drank delicious local red wines bought for pennies. They gave an impromptu show in a crossroads town on market day, earning enough money to continue feeding themselves until their journey’s end, and uncovering the ignorance of the guard.

  The fun ended with the onset of withering weather and the surprising expanse of that planetary dolce di farina gialla. “This bitch of a sun is hotter than a hostile audience,” was the consensus until “hotter than a monkey wanking” replaced it as tempers flared and maledictions flourished. Stefano’s tendency to malfunction was equated with malfeasance and veered toward malice until his tears brought them to their senses and they settled into the role of brooding martyrs in a near-comatose state. Long “intermissions” between mimed aggrieved performances became the order of the days.

  For Don Pietro and his entourage the trip took twelve hours, half by dilapidated train covering 40 miles at enormous expense and half by horse-drawn carriage. (Being controlled by the Mafiosi – each cosca absolute in its local power – the government in Rome left Sicily alone, entirely alone, which meant no public investment in the railroads to end the cosca’s fabulous profits on regional fares without upgrading of service.) Under the roasting star overhead, the players groaned through primitive stone villages, accompanied many dry river beds – dams would have lowered the cosca’s profits on water – crossed crumbling bridges of stone, rotting wood, and pocked concrete, and skirted sheer precipices on collapsed roads causing Baltasaro to bray in dismay and excitement.

  Being unpopular was the least of Stefano’s current worries. They were broke, flat broke. If he thought about this familiar worry, it was not really a problem – “Real life is not tragic. Tragedies are plays written by great poets.” They were engaged for three months with full room and board; the Prince was famous for his hospitality and among the throngs lurked incomparable opportunity. Real life was full of shadows, however. The Prince was also famous for an untitled, financially drained, domineering (French) wife, Maria Stella, who fortified herself against attacks from disdainful, penurious (titled) relations – and protected the secret of her adulterous affair with Count Florio – by living sanctimoniously with a confessor in tow, Father Bramante, and by proclaiming an abhorrence of the “indelicate” in all things, including licentious theatricals on stage and screen, also one of the current pope’s hobbyhorses.

  Now this was truly a problem for Stefano Gruppo’s Italian Comedians of five players. Their best pieces, their most elegant commedia dell’arte pieces, their most edifying commedia erudita pieces, required the usual six. Stefano had tried hastily to complete their group in Palermo, but playing with the legendary Teatro Gruppo demanded extraordinary and diverse talent. (The dell’arte required miming, dancing, singing, acrobatics, improvising, a flawless ear for Italian dialects; the erudita added literacy and interpretive acting technique in classical roles to dell’arte skills.) Among the glut of available actors, he found no young (handsome) male fully equipped to deliver the goods and none intriguing enough to risk bringing up to his standards for the current (possibly) life-changing gig.

  Though not at all religious, Stefano often conversed with Saint Genesius, patron saint of actors who was above and beyond organized religion. The great man was a fact of theater history. With everyone in his purview stunned into relative silence by the ghastly heat, Stefano prayed hard. He did not have to be specific; Saint Genesius knew what was needed and would supply it in his own way. Look at their sainted and supernaturally strong and indispensable Baltasaro. After the horse Meppo unceremoniously dropped dead of old age on a road similar to this endless Sicilian nightmare somewhere in northern Italy, out of the mists (literally) had come Baltasaro. Young, battered and bruised, only too obviously abused, he was eager to join their troupe for the remaining serviceable twenty-five years of his life. It turned out, he ate less than Meppo who gorged until he floundered while Baltasaro snacked when hungry; he had no sense of vertiginous heights while hills made Meppo skittish; and he had a genius for survival – Meppo would have gone over a cliff if distracted by a fly. Baltasaro also took instructions quickly, effortlessly, always in good humor when he wasn’t reading their minds or finding solutions to dilemmas on his own. He was uncanny and very mule-like, endlessly entertaining and enchantingly lovable.

  Following their recent major success in Palermo, Stefano knew Saint Genesius would not abandon him now. “I should have stolen a map,” he thought, not worrying about the saint’s response to this venial sin.

  “If I had the energy to swing our parasol, Mama, I would kill him!” the zoftig Mrs. Gruppo – billed as Bella Maria, Leading Female Player – muttered in her perfectly placed contralto voice easily projected over Baltasaro’s head to her husband’s petite mother – billed as Donna Lucia, Lead Character Player – who nodded and sighed unable to form words with her plastered lips. Donna Lucia was smiling as she walked beside Baltasaro, both of them under the wide yellow umbrella shakily hoisted by her brazen Neopolitan beauty of a daughter-in-law whose out-sized passion and galvanic femininity gripped any audience’s heart. She was hugely amused by both the comedic basso growling emanating from Bella Maria as a vocal exercise and by her own husband of thirty years who was making his opinion quite clear from the far side of the wagon in a less than subtle musical manner.

  The diminutive Paolo Gruppo, Stefano’s famous father and former third-generation manager of the troupe – billed as himself – broke off his humming of the final duet from Manon Lescaut to announce, “God has certainly divided the land from the water to our disadvantage! I questioned why He would cast us into this comfortless and irrational landscape, bury us beneath a scummy crust when it occurred to me that if ever Man casts me as a personage in Dante’s funnel-shaped pit I am now prepared! I will demonstrate my reduced soul struggling in boiling smother at our next rest stop, Mama.”

  “And I will happily be your forked devil, Papa,” his wife merrily replied.

  “I wonder if those new-fangled electric stage lamps could reproduce this sorcery of hazy illumination? I am not very good with directions either, son,” Paolo continued in a more serious tone, “but our internationally acclaimed Bella Maria is very good with them, among other things. Clean and sturdy lower notes, my dear! Keep up the good work and you will soon be singing Azucena at Scala.”

  “Thank you, Papa. Being in abominable sand may inspire you but it is not conducive to vocal beauty. With all this dust we look like a walking fresco!” And she emitted her large, loud guffaw.

  “Was it not our laughing diva, your beloved wife, son, who apart from drawing our prop maps and carte de tendre, begged us to be wary of that villain Donatello? You also could have stolen a map in the grand traditions both of Harlequin and Palermo, the City of Thieves, no?”

  The mention of Donatello Doratti – formerly billed as Leading Youth – broke the brief jocular mood. The umbrella swayed, the shouting resumed, hand gestures proliferated, the Evil Eye was summoned, spit flew between forked fingers, and Baltasaro brayed happily at the flurry of activity and flicked his ears through the holes in his bonnet. The player Doratti was responsible for their not having traveled with the Prince’s entourage. When he had not shown up in time for the troupe to depart Palermo in grand style with their caravan secured among the royal luggage, Stefano assumed he was drunk in some bordello and sent the other members of the troupe in search of him.

  Their triumph in Palermo’s international theater festival had been supreme. Their performance of the classic commedia dell’arte piece, The Stone Guest, combined with Bella Maria’s Santuzza in the erudita piece, Cavalleria Rusticana, performed with four pick-up character players and the festival orchestra, was an unbeatable combination. The first prize not only brought them the offer of three months under the Prince’s patronage as his resident company to include a performance for his uncle, the King of Sicily, but it had filled their purses with enough gold from the monarchist Count Florio’s huge construction contracts to last them several years. (The Florio legendary generosity was also replacing the destitute aristocrat’s meager rents: unpaid or stolen by his land agents, as well as his wife’s dowry: depleted through mismanagement, laziness, theft by his accountant, disdain for “low” money matters, and baroque extravagance on the part of the not-ungrateful Prince.)

  Luckily, Baltasaro had been groomed to the max, teeth and ears cleaned, feet re-shod, their wagon refurbished, their sets and costumes completely overhauled, new props acquired, new wigs, new masks, new makeup added to their stores, and presents bought for the women before Donatello Doratti bolted with all the remaining cash. In fact, it was he who was being killed off by Paolo Gruppo in the final scene of Manon Lescaut set in steamy marshes near New Orleans under a heat-misted sky, similar to the one currently above the revered, former actor-manager’s head.

  “Tell me we are almost there, please!” the petite, blond Leading Youth, Pier Agnelli pleaded in her most tragical manner. She had recently played a slutty Columbine to the beauteous Doratti’s horny Pierrot; now flushed from the sun’s ardor, she looked ready to play a gilded princess sitting on a pink satin pillow receiving Apollo. Bella Maria, always looking rumpled when not in character, snorted, rolled her dark eyes, and buried a foul curse in a loud kiss she bestowed on Baltasaro’s warm nose. Pier Agnelli screeched prettily, “Lie to me, please, mia familia, lie, lie, LIE!”

  “We are almost there, darling puss,” Bella Maria lied. “I can see it on our map. The Prince’s palazzo is just beyond that erupting volcano ahead. Oh!” she exclaimed in unfeigned astonishment. “Do you see what I see? Mama, mia! Suddenly my heart and will are wheeled by love!”

  The entire troupe stopped dead to stare at the twisted configuration of rocks tall as a cathedral and dotted with cave dwellings to which she pointed and over which a near-naked human male, child of the mountains, gracefully bounded in nature as if held aloft by stage wires. “Have I exited Hell and entered Paradise directly?” Donna Lucia wondered aloud: “Are angels cave dwellers now?”

  “It must be a mirage!” Pier Agnelli insisted clasping her hands to her mouth in awe of the wonderful world of the earth. “He is even more beautiful than Donatello Doratti, the Beast!”

  “Can this pretty goat boy sing?” Stefano asked Saint Genesius as gratitude brightened his ever-positive, boundlessly enthusiastic artist’s soul.

  
  [image: theatre face glyph]


  The 1911 Winter Solstice coincided with the year’s heaviest snowfall over St. Petersburg, the epicenter of czarist society and a ravishingly fanciful city celebrated as the Paris of the North. Imagined in 1703 as a window open to Europe by Peter the Great – “On the shore of empty waves He stood, filled with great thoughts, and stared out …,” according to Pushkin – it was planned, designed, and organized entirely by foreign architects and engineers imported from England, France, Holland, and Italy. Like Amsterdam and Venice it was a rectangular and geometrical complex on islands and canals with classic perspective and symmetry, Baroque monumentality, Rococo extravagance and playfulness. Peter made it his country’s new capital scrapping Moscow with its centuries of tradition and its religious aura.

  With gilded palaces boasting Western facades – “Not an onion dome in sight!” – park-sized squares, impractically wide avenues, this gigantic metropolis was (paradoxically) the ultra-conservative court of the czar and the home of Europe’s most sensational Modernism in thought and art. This recent development was not cheered by “official” Russia watching its “subversive” elements eagerly aped in the fashionable faubourgs of Paris and exported as “cultural exchange” to cheering London and New York. The Modernists agreed with Peter: Russian history needed a new beginning. But, for them, when the sunsets reflected on the windows of the great palaces gave the impression of an unquenchable conflagration, they coined cheap metaphors about the coming revolution.

  The solstice dated Naum Rozenberg’s annual masked ball. A cultured Jewish merchant-prince with limitless resources descended from generations of affluent, cultured Jewish merchant-princes since the days of Peter the Great, he was also the distributor of foreign motion pictures. Listed for decades in Velikosvetsky ezhegodnik, the annual social register, the Rozenbergs lived among the 700 considered the crème de la crème of Petersburg society in a substantial pink-marble manse on chic Furshtatskya Street overlooking the River Neva’s granite-dressed banks.

  The previous year, his fête became legendary when condemned by the Church. It was a fundraiser for the entrepreneur and avatar Sergei Diaghilev’s iconoclastic journal of the visual arts, Satiricon. Naum was a financial backer of his best friend and a contributor of film criticism. The avant-garde director Vsevolod Meyerhold danced Pierrot in the internationally acclaimed Ballet Russes ballet Carnival, choreographed by the company’s most consequential and innovative choreographer Fokine. Columbine was danced by Karsavina; Floristan by Diaghilev’s lover, the idolized Nijinski: half-cat, half-snake. (As the first erotically-charged androgynous ballet star, his audacity got him expelled from the Maryinsky Theatre for dancing Giselle’s Prince Albert in a short, belted tunic over white tights instead of the traditional long jacket extending to his thighs. Displaying his cliff-like buttocks and massive thighs, with a Jeté, grand he introduced Eros into the chaste Eden of classical ballet where an aristocratic, virginal Eve reigned aloofly poised on her toes.)

  Annually winning a double-page spread in the Petersburgskaya Gazeta, Naum’s events were orchestrated by the scandalous and scholarly Diaghilev, a descendant of landed gentry gone bust. He single-handedly resurrected the idea of Petersburg as the cultural center of Russia by instigating the West’s absorption of its creative output. Virtually every field of Western art was inspired by his genius. Unhappily, his country’s establishment reviled him for his flamboyance, his irreverence, and for his spotlighting its raznochintsy: intellectuals of various origins and classes who merged libertarian politics with art, and who believed they were free spirits, free lovers living in an  Age of Genius. He was also a flagrant homosexual whose ballet company celebrated, in fact flaunted and adored the beauty of men.

  For Naum, Sergei’s Ballets Russes, an improvised organization with no official headquarters, achieved the Wagnerian ideal of the Gesamtkunstwerk, the synthesis of all the arts, hence it was rapturously spiritual, and Diaghilev, as its driving force, the undisputed arbiter and articulate chronicler of Modernism, as well as Naum’s hero and role model.

  Even though there was no “decadent” spectacle on the agenda this year, Czar Nicolas forbade members of his military to attend Naum’s ball in uniform. The confidential order was revealed to Naum between kisses by Mikhail Vassily Krillov, his furtive lover in the upper echelon of the Czar’s Political Police, the okhrana, controlled by a secret Third Section. Shocking spectacles aside, Naum mingled with the habitués of Europe’s best-known bohemian nightclub, The Stray Dog Café, where Mikhail Kuzmin, the first writer to introduce homosexual themes into his poetry and prose, performed with his cohort, the majestic poet Anna Akhmatova. They flaunted their tangle of amorous relations – “A veritable commedia imbroglio!” – which was enough to warrant censure from what Rozenberg had christened The Art Police. And then there was his own well-earned reputation as a lover of men.

  Much to Krillov’s appropriate distress, Naum publicly mocked the Czar for forbidding anyone to discuss his ball because Russia was officially in a “state of emergency” and under wraps since the assassination of Czar Alexander II in 1881. Nonetheless, crowned royals, high-ranking bureaucrats, and military commanders were sending their servants to collect invitations at Naum’s office in order to circumvent the postal service’s subservience to the Czar’s list-making, punitive Political Police, with its contempt for the existing social hierarchies and its penchant for blackmail. No one but the Czar was safe: the okhrana was similar to a caste of ruling samurai testing their swords on casual passers-by.

  While Naum Rozenberg’s wife, the boundlessly dreamy Sofya Osipovna – “Naum’s Jewish? So what? I love him!” – soaked in her French-perfumed bath preparing for the evening’s stellar happening, her big, strapping, patriarchal husband busied himself ransacking the jewel safe inside her cavernous dressing room to augment his sizable European cash-stash. Standing in insulated underwear worn over a silk body suit, he chose with great care the pieces most easily transported on his hirsute, well-toned body. Hence, a twenty-five caret diamond ring dazzling as the Sicilian sun was left in its velvet case while its matching pendant set in platinum was placed around his neck. The six-foot-long string of glistening baby pearls studded with glittering tiny diamonds was quickly wound around his waist. The pendant was joined by what he, a Wagner fanatic, jokingly referred to as “Brunhilde’s breastplate of fire!” – an elaborate lace-work of Titian-red rubies set in a spun-gold net.

  Turning toward a mirror, he admired the theatrics of the jeweled creation; in candlelight it sparked like a section of Brunhilde’s ring of fire. Softly he sang her father Wotan’s confession: “‘Age old custom is all you can grasp; but my thoughts seek to encompass what’s never yet come to pass.’” Once again, Naum saw in Brunhilde’s sacrifice of her life the hope for a new world: a bohemian utopia where desire made its own laws and where there was compete sexual liberation. Wotan! Irresistible to Naum, Wotan! He sighed. How could he not adore a swaggering autocrat who saw the error of his ways? Did he not engender hope that all the arrogant, soul-destroying potentates of church and state who subjugated humanity through a system of laws and edicts might come to their senses? Well, Naum could no longer live in hope. With the current danger his dreams of a vita activa were kaput.

  For the first time in his life, he was happy about his wife’s obsession with what she referred to as her “trinkets,” the bigger, the bolder, the better. “These will take care of me for years,” he thought, chuckling again in spite of his growing anxiety over his impending flight.

  For twenty years he was pitied by his haute-bourgeois cronies for his wife’s mania while being envied for his ability to supply Sofya Osipovna with her heart’s delight as if they were French bonbons. Now her most envied (and expensive) bracelets were clasped from his hairy right wrist to his pointy elbow; her incomparable collection of Cartier watches covered his muscular left arm. In one last haul, he pinned enough jeweled brooches to his chest to keep the wolf from his door for several more years. “Basta!” he said aloud, closing the safe, twirling its combination lock, and donning his maroon satin dressing gown to make his way through her vast bedroom to his own neighboring chamber where his evening wear was meticulously laid out on his bed by Lyakhov, his valet of twenty years.

  The room was empty. Lyakhov was helping his two grown sons dress; the two youngest were attending the Karl von May Academy on Vasilevsky Island, a liberal, boys’ grammar school where Naum and Sergei had met. The boys would be unhappy with his decision but, with a non-Jewish, socially prominent mother and the dropping of their patronymic, life would be safer as their individual fortunes increased tenfold by inheriting his many corporations along with his inconceivably lucrative film distribution business. He had forced them to work for him. They were prepared for this change.

  Though technically not Jewish, they would never be safe in Russia. The next pogrom was always on a czar’s mind. Witness the slaughter of the Jews in 1903 by the current antisemitic Czar Nicholas who believed nine-tenths of the trouble-makers were Jewish. He spared few Jews, not even a royal favorite like Naum’s friend Max Faktor, the genius of make-up now fled to America; or his other friend the artist Bakst (née Rosenberg), exiled because he was too famous from his Ballet Russes work to be murdered. Since the recent assassination of the Russian Prime Minister Pyotor Stolypino by a Jewish anarchist on the payroll of the nihilistic okhrana – they successfully created a need for even more draconian repression. Wealth no longer guaranteed safety. Money, bags of it, still bought Jews out of the discriminatory laws limiting their movements and the professions they were allowed to follow.

  Naum Rozenberg survived thanks to Sofya Osnipovna’s non-Jewish high-ranking family members in the Imperial Army and the Imperial bureaucracy. They all lived in the Imperial Palace complex Peterhof, and had devoted their lives for generations to the czar and to winning his honors. Additionally, Naum could afford the special taxes imposed upon a Jewish family: the Rozenbergs had never been despised zhidy – “impoverished yids” or “little men,” those 100,000 Jewish tradesmen in Petersburg who added so much to the city’s economy, warmth, and vibrancy.

  Tonight, money and Krillov had saved Naum Rozenberg from a fate worse than death: probably exile to Siberia because of his big mouth. “Every word reaches them,” he thought as he dressed quickly in English-tweed traveling clothes, the “them” being okhrana. From his college days at the great Petersburg Institute of Technology, where he learned about film, to the present, he was classified by his friends and by his enemies as a “Westerner,” one favoring the progressive intellectual and social views of the West, as opposed to a “Slavophiles,” one standing for the native traditions of czar, the Orthodox Church, and Old Russian Culture. Being Jewish, he could never qualify as a true Slavophiles. Like Diaghilev, he was a paradox: an iconoclast who worshiped the creative legacy of his country.

  Then there was that big mouth of his. Like Jacques in As You Like It, a play he saw in London, he praised the power of uncensored satire: “Give me leave / To speak my mind, and I will through and through / Cleanse the foul body of th’ infected world.” Diaghilev, who detested the “hugger-mugger” of a secret life, of censorship, had never married. He lived his love for Nijinsky openly, dangerously.

  Naum never resisted making political jokes when among the city’s artistic elite in his hangout, The Stray Dog Café, even if those invoking the Czar’s sacred name was like banging on a tube of nitroglycerin with a hammer – “Did you know Nicky invented motion pictures while he was discovering gravity?” He spoke his mind so freely some of his friends in the cellar cabaret feared he was a spy working for the okhrana – “Nicky cannot possibly be more than 1/128th Russian and if rumors are true that Catherine the Great – another German! – had her son Paul by a French count, Nicky is not Russian at all! Them, blue bloods? Nu? A sexually mature Velvet Monkey has a blue scrotum! That’s class!”

  Having been indoctrinated into discussing the arts at meetings of the Mayevtsy, a club he joined with Sergei for graduates of the May Academy, he often waxed poetic at high-society functions. Lately he was most aggressively gripped by the polyphonic, transgressive works of Dostoevsky in spite of the writer’s rabid antisemitism: “To love Dostoevsky is to love Russian literature!” He gave them as gifts. Each profaned Christian values and reviled hierarchical relationships reminding readers of the first Russian revolution; it occurred in Petersburg in 1905 when the army turned on the people in the streets led by his hero Father George Gapon. Not even the horrors depicted in The House of the Dead could silence Naum – “If Fyodor survived the prison fortress at Omsk in Western Siberia for four years, so can I! Like him, I must have ‘necessary egotism,’ and a sense of my personal dignity.”

  He kvetched on: “Marx’s Das Kapital was authorized because the censors thought no one would read so dull a book! Three years ago 30,000 impoverished worker-slaves died of cholera because the public wells are poisoned by industrial and human schmutz. How can Gorky be wrong: ‘The storm! Soon will break the storm!’” And, he swore, when the storm broke and the Bolsheviks took control, they would blow up the world as he knew it with the dolphin sleekness of a torpedo and they would give flesh and blood to the woman question and homosexual rights! “All forms of sexual intercourse are private matters to them and to the Anarchists in America! As Seryozha says, ‘Forget the words “I can’t!” When people want to, they can do anything!’”

  Oh, and there was Kuzmin. He lived as a lover of men without sexual deceit or camouflage. Naum quoted deliriously from his1906 novel Wings to support total decriminalization of homosexuality in both the secular and the overbearing religious realm. He proclaimed Gogol and Tchaikovsky homosexual martyrs murdered by the church’s state. He would sing out Kuzmin’s prose as a harbinger of Paradise: “‘Somewhere lies our ancient kingdom, full of sunlight and freedom, of beautiful and courageous people, and thither we sail, my Argonauts, over many a sea through mists and darkness.’” Naum knew he had the energy of his era and the intensity of its feelings coupled with an obtuse optimism from having been spoiled rotten as a child, an only child of now-dead, wealthy parents.

  Oh, and there was that mishuganah encyclical by Pope “Platonist” Pius X condemning both Modernism and Democracy. “Is it any wonder motion pictures have replaced religion?”

  As Russia’s film distributor, he often went to Moscow for Pathé Russe. The Khanzhankov Film Company was founded in 1908 when the successful Pathé France film people first visited Russia from Paris. The novelty of anything in motion having worn off, and to reinvigorate their audience, the French were making pictures created by editing different types of photographic images together. Mysteriously embedded in this engineering process, there was music’s peculiarly unique ability to generate emotions in an audience.

  “Naum, it’s the damndest thing! We know what organized sounds do to us. We’ve lived with the mystery of it for millennia and take it for granted. This response to moving images is brand new! Pathé’s Alice Guy can program the emotions of her audience! She discovered there is a logic to sentiment easily tapped in her editing room. When Mozart transformed the formulas of classical music, he changed the world’s musical taste. Then his audiences influenced his compositions. Art is a kind of dance! Well, she and Griffith are transforming cinema. Russia, of course has its own style.”

  Rozenberg unsuccessfully tried his hand at writing photoplays. He could never train his imagination to create stories in a sequence of images with few explanatory title cards. “You think like a playwright, Naumky,” Khanzhankov told him: “They use words the way musicians use sounds. We film makers tell our stories silently, visually. You must think in pictures not words. It’s about visual cognition, visual literacy.” The year after Rozenberg failed to become a writer for motion pictures, Diaghilev created the Ballet Russes, a silent, visual sensation abetted by music, as was the cinema.

  The exhilarating, fulfilling lives led by Diaghilev and by Rozenberg’s friends in the various artistic communities he frequented drove him wild with envy and strengthened his resolve to join them, aware as he was that everything he did he did because of his Seryozha, who, like himself, had always believed life was tolerable only to the extent he could summon up marvels. The two had consecrated their lives to the cult of Beauty. Rozenberg became determined not to be trapped like Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya, but to live the rest of his too-short life happily and free as himself.

  “I lack what we Russians call ‘resignation of the soul,’ Mikhail Vassil Krillov, dahlink. I have a discordant personality. Me and Saint Augustine.”

  “Isn’t he that horny guy who prayed, ‘Make me good but not just yet’?”

  “Something like that, yes.”

  “Not a good role model for you, blabber mouth.”

  Naum could identify his moment of enlightenment precisely. He was in his early twenties traveling with his father in Italy when he collided with Sergei on the Grand Tour with his male cousin-lover in Venice at La Vendramini, the palace where Wagner died. Naum had expressed concern about his future. “Only Germans worry about their careers, Naumky,” Sergei exclaimed exhaling a huge cloud of cigarette smoke. Hadn’t he wanted to be a composer? Hadn’t he worked like a demon on his music? Had he not been disabused of this fantasy by the just criticism of Rimsky-Korsakov? Leaning into a confidence, he confessed: “I will not be an artist but a presenter of artists! With my energy, my determination, and my administrative skills, how can I fail?” Then he had confirmed his decision with his boisterous laugh and invited his friend to join his Society for Self-improvement in Moscow.

  “How will I live if not as an artist? What are my alternatives, Seryozha?”

  “One cannot ‘live,’ Naumky. One can only be.All that is real, all that can be sensed is in constant contact with the magic and mystery of art. It will make us a bogatyr, a Hercules!” 

  Years later, after a near-crippling bout of lovemaking, a still-panting and suddenly furious Krillov cursed the only joy in his life: his curly-haired Semitic lover who looked like Abraham in his prime. “You think you live in Europe, Naumky! You are more provocative than a professional provocateur. I could not have trained you better! You must start bad-mouthing Wagner and you must restrain yourself over Mahler and that weird Ballet Russes! Stick to swooning over motion pictures and explaining how they are saturated with the spirit of invention, not those Modernist-faggot creeps!”

  “It’s true. I know. I can come off like Gogol’s comic creation Pirogov, a monument to crude conceits and vanities. And Akhmatova could be writing about me – ‘Who does not weep for the dead with me / Who does not know what conscience means / And why it exists …’”

  “You don’t get it, Naumky! Your satanic pride and lack of conscience is endangering your naive wife and your entire Jewish family! I will not be able to protect you much longer.”

  “Vaysmere! I cannot live in a city where souls are shaped to fit cages, ‘and the dead crystal vault of heaven laughing without end!’ I loathe Wagner’s conflating love and desire with renunciation and death, yet I cannot reject him! The Ring is an assault on plutocratic capitalism! It’s a sweeping critique of the urge to dominate others! His music is one of the portals to Paradise, the melodies of the Muse’s playing on their lyres. Like my soul it’s marked by a constant tension between a will to power and a willingness to surrender.”

  “It’s best when you surrender your portal to Paradise, Naumky, and let me dominate you. But –”

  “Butt? Eros spelled backwards is ‘sore.’”

  “What?”

  “Pictures have replaced the epic sweep of his operas,” Naum continued, a babbling brook of hopes and questions and bits of information. “The sole function of art is transcendence. Like you, its only instrument is beauty, or in your case, a beauty! I piss on Tolstoy’s Christian moralism! I have my own notes from the underground. Diaghilev and Nijinsky are gods! And Meyerhold! And Bakst, née Rosenberg! We may not be acceptable in this burg but we are triumphant in the rest of the civilized world! They adore us! We throne! Fuck the Czar! His days are numbered. The people will flood the streets the way the Neva has done three times in our history. Long live the beauty of men! Long live the 8th-century Arabic poet Abu Nuwas, a mudhakkarat like us and the ‘father of curls’: ‘Always I have and will / scatter god and gold to the four winds / When we meet I delight in what the Book forbids. / And flee what is allowed.’”

  “Oh, shut up and embrassé-moi before they kill you dead, you lion comique!”

  “I hold the busybody gods to blame. They are the ones who brought this war upon me. They gave me desires. Man gave me laws! I have the maggot of freedom in my brain.”

  “The gods are to blame? You sound like that old man King Priam in Troy we read in school!”

  “Well, he was damn right! Oh, that conniving, busybody Athena! Patron of human ingenuity and resourcefulness. Where is she now when I need her support in the thick of battle? Nicky invented the motion pictures, you know, with her in the guise of Alexandra.”

  “Didn’t you tell me Apollo was patron of the arts?”

  “Mostly music and poetry. He was lord of the silver bow. Not a patch on yours, I’ll bet! He was also a prophet with an oracular shrine at Delphi. Like you, he was never the bearer of good news …”

  Was it any wonder Naum Rozenberg was denounced? All his political enemies and those envious of his wealth or of his success bedding men of all ages and (most perniciously) all classes – a talent lately trussed by the rugged Krillov’s constant demands – and those seeking revenge for some slight were ever ready to snitch on him. His response was a shrug – “Like herring gulls, we are an antagonistic species.” The Russian nobility was quite tolerant of youthful homosexual dalliances; but as “a Jewish moral subversive catering to his ‘deformed’ desires,” he was guilty of an anti-czarist spirit.

  After one of the routine private screenings for the picture-mad royal family of a Max Linder French comedy and an American Biograph picture, their favorites, which he accompanied on the piano, Naum could have been taken before a firing squad and shot dead for real, like Mario in Puccini’s Tosca, not pretend-shot like Dostoevsky to be taught a lesson; or he could have been beaten to death during a police interrogation by Krillov’s best friends … perhaps even by Krillov himself, forced to do his duty by his Chief! (This latter scenario had been offered by Krillov as an inducement for Naum to “straighten up and fly right,” a phrase culled from an American movie’s title card.)

  He had suffered savage verbal abuse and electric prodding on all his body parts during his first interrogation. He had survived by promising to hold his tongue and to domesticate his genitalia. After a week in his dacha reloading his ballast, a respite on all fronts was achieved for several years until frequent trips abroad for his film distribution company and the witnessing of Diaghilev’s life with Nijinsky exposed him to the freedoms he could not live without in his day-to-day existence. The recidivism occurred gradually but steadily. “Life will cause no commotion to remind you of its swiftness, but glide on quietly,” he quoted Seneca on the shortness of life as he unbuttoned Krillov’s (and other) trousers and reopened his big mouth.

  A second interrogation was now on the cards. His bank accounts in Paris, London, and Rome were frozen – “The schmucks!”  Thanks to a considerable bribe arranged by Krillov, his account in Berlin was still active; and with the help of his devoted valet Lyakhov, who was soon to join him in Paris, trunks of clothes were shipped secretly to Berlin’s Hotel Adlon. For the moment, his passport and travel visa remained viable – “The dummkopfs!” Not that Paris was a picnic for the Jewish! The hatred evinced by the Dreyfus Affair was a scald on Naum’s heart – “But pogroms there are made-to-measure.”

  Tonight, still vibrating emotionally and physically from the extended farewell enjoyed that afternoon with his distraught comrade at his dacha, Naum Rozenberg planned to travel to Paris via Berlin with only the clothing on his broad back and a small suitcase of necessities stashed in his troika sled. His foreign bank accounts would eventually be bribed back into liquidity; it could take years. He longed to go kiss his baby Irina goodbye but he could hear his wife scolding her maid in the next room and she would soon be banging on his door to make certain he was behaving on schedule.

  Donning his beaver coat with tears streaming down his face, he slipped out the servant’s entrance to his room and down the steep, back staircase. Outside, his shoes scrunched on the fresh, dry snow. The air was scented by the smell of burning peat culled from his estate; it was his final act of defiance toward the fashionable world where only trees were burned for heat in spite of Chekhov’s environmental concerns about denuding Russia.

  The thieving wind whirled away the delicate snow in gusts as blithely, he thought, as death takes us frail creatures waiting for it so impassively – “Life flies by on the wings of Azrael, the Jewish Angel of Death. Why be hard on any happiness it offers?” He quickened his pace. Life was a mystery stuffed with surprises like a fat Christmas
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  In the heady days of the late 1960s, when young people in many western countries were in the streets protesting for a new, more inclusive world, some of us were in libraries, coffee shops, communes, retreats, bedrooms and dens plotting something even more startling: literature – highbrow and pulp – for an explicitly gay audience. Specifically, we were craving to see our gay lives – in the closet, in the open, in bars, in dire straits and in love – reflected in mystery stories, sci-fi and mainstream fiction. Hercule Poirot, that engaging effete Belgian creation of Agatha Christie might have been gay … Sherlock Holmes, to all intents and purposes, was one woman shy of gay … but where were the genuine gay sleuths, where the reader need not read between the lines?

  Beginning with Victor J Banis’s “Man from C.A.M.P.” pulps in the mid-60s – riotous romps spoofing the craze for James Bond spies – readers were suddenly being offered George Baxt’s Pharoah Love, a black gay New York City detective, and a real turning point in Joseph Hansen’s gay California insurance investigator, Dave Brandstetter, whose world weary Raymond Chandleresque adventures sold strongly and have never been out of print.

  Over the next three decades, gay storytelling grew strongly in niche and mainstream publishing ventures. Even with the huge public crisis – as AIDS descended on the gay community beginning in the early 1980s – gay fiction flourished. Stonewall Inn, Alyson Publications, and others nurtured authors and readers … until mainstream success seemed to come to a halt. While Lambda Literary Foundation had started to recognize work in annual awards about 1990, mainstream publishers began to have cold feet. And then, with the rise of e-books in the new millennium which enabled a new self-publishing industry … there was both an avalanche of new talent coming to market and burying of print authors who did not cross the divide.

  The result?

  Perhaps forty years of gay fiction – and notably gay and lesbian mystery, detective and suspense fiction – has been teetering on the brink of obscurity. Orphaned works, orphaned authors, many living and some having passed away – with no one to make the case for their creations to be returned to print (and e-print!). General fiction and non-fiction works embracing gay lives, widely celebrated upon original release, also languished as mainstream publishers shifted their focus.

  Until now. That is the mission of ReQueered Tales: to keep in circulation this treasure trove of fantastic fiction. In an era of ebooks, everything of value ought to be accessible. For a new generation of readers, these mystery tales, and works of general fiction, are full of insights into the gay world of the 1960s, ’70s, ’80s and ’90s. For those of us who lived through the period, they are a delightful reminder of our youth and reflect some of our own struggles in growing up gay in those heady times.

  We are honored, here at ReQueered Tales, to be custodians shepherding back into circulation some of the best gay and lesbian fiction writing and hope to bring many volumes to the public, in modestly priced, accessible editions, worldwide, over the coming years.

  So please join us on this adventure of discovery and rediscovery of the rich talents of writers of recent years as the PIs, cops and amateur sleuths battle forces of evil with fierceness, humor and sometimes a pinch of love.
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  If you enjoyed this book, please help spread the word by posting a short, constructive review at your favorite social media site or e-book retailer. We thank you, greatly, for your support.


  And don’t be shy! Contact us!


  For more information about current and future releases, please contact us:

  E-mail: requeeredtales@gmail.com

  Facebook (Like us!): www.facebook.com/ReQueeredTales/

  Twitter: @ReQueered

  Instagram: www.instagram.com/requeeredtales/

  Web: www.ReQueeredTales.com

  Blog: www.ReQueeredTales.com/blog

  Mailing list (Subscribe for latest news): https://bit.ly/RQTJoin
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