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early praise for

Where Thy Dark Eye Glances

~

“In Where Thy Dark Eye Glances,
Steve Berman ably takes on the challenge [of queering Poe],
collecting stories and poetry that critically and lovingly engage
with Poe’s life, work, and readership….

 


“All in all, a beautiful collection, and one to be
savoured, especially for a reader who knows and loves Poe—and if
you are not such a reader, I recommend becoming one.”

—Claire Humphrey for Ideomancer

 


“Berman wisely takes a broad-brush approach,
covering not only re-imaginings of Poe’s tales but also Poe the man
and the act of reading Poe’s fiction. This allows a wider variety
of pieces, poetic as well as prose, and rescues the book from being
overwhelmed by its source material.”

—Publishers Weekly
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Introduction

~

 


There have been countless studies of Edgar Allan
Poe’s life, as well as critical essays, papers, and theses on his
poetry, his prose, and journalism, so I need not venture into
biographical details. Most readers do seem to share a fascination
with the more lurid aspects of Poe’s life: his obsessions, his
excesses, and failings. As one of America’s foremost authors, his
influence on high and low culture, even centuries past his
lifespan, is arguably more important than his body of work.

Examination of his writing and its influence has
thankfully not been confined to the straight and narrow path of
heterosexual readers: Graham Robb has a marvelous piece on Dupin
and his nameless associate (and lover?) in Strangers: Homosexual Love in Nineteenth Century that
rivals his discussion of Holmes and Watson. Gender and queer
theorists have scrutinized “The Fall of the House of Usher” and
“The Murders in the Rue Morgue” (the latter quite well analyzed by
Jennifer Lui, who remarks on the ill-fated L’Espanaye women as
lovers concealing their affair under the guise of mother and
daughter in the article “Strange Love in Frankenstein and The Murders in the Rue
Morgue”).

Like many late twentieth-century readers, I was
originally exposed to Poe’s work in one high school English class
after another. My adolescence welcomed the works of H.P. Lovecraft
and Fritz Leiber. These two gentlemen offered welcome escape into
the lands of genetic strangers and homosocial sword & sorcery.
Poe, however, suffered the usual fate of acknowledged classics:
vapid examination by bored children. An appreciation for Poe would
take me a few more years, when I began collecting horror
anthologies, the ones that reprinted classic works from the pulps
and earlier terror tales—each volume bound to feature a different
story by Poe. Away from the different horror of assigned
high-school reading, I was ready to appreciate and enjoy them,
dwell on the Gothic imagination of his loners and lost souls at my
leisure.

Yet there were limitations to what I read; Leiber’s
womanizing Fafhrd and the Gray Mouser or Poe’s various narrators
who outdo Bluebeard in their obssession with the death of a
beautiful woman could never fulfill my deepest want: passion
between men. In high school—pre-Internet, pre-exposure to the vast
majority of queer writing and thus ignorant of Arthur Rimbaud or
Jean Genet—I force fed my baby-Goth, baby-gay inclinations with
crude pastiches of Poe or Lovecraft. The latter, less interested in
beauty than Nameless Horror and a pathological fear of oozing
fluids, proved a poor model for homoerotic whim while struggling at
the typewriter. Poe, though, with his obsession with beauty, often
ephemeral and toxic, was ideal for a young man trapped in the
closet and pained by handsome high school (and later university)
boys. So, like nearly every alienated, “sensitive” teen discovering
the powerful metaphors of horror fiction, I tried my hand at
writing it myself. Still, any homoeroticism in my own work—while
inherent—was downplayed as I had yet to encounter its true
expression in speculative fiction. Then, in my freshman year of
college, I discovered Clive Barker’s infamous story “In the Hills,
the Cities”—it forced a paradigm shift in my imagination that
allowed me to accept that the fantastical welcomes the blatantly
gay.

I have always imagined that Poe’s canon, his effect
on readers, even the strange life and death he led, deserved
“queering.” Thus Where Thy Dark Eye Glances, a
garland of queer fleurs de mal inspired by the
man himself, by specific works of his prose and verse, and by the
experience of reading (discovering, rediscovering) Poe—all bent to
the light of a queer mirror for the delight and disquiet of gay and
lesbian readers.

Authors already celebrated and still little known
answered the call. Their approaches to queering Mr. Poe often
differed from my preconceived notions of what I would receive.
Nevertheless, the grim revelry with which Poe tied together love
and death made him irresistible to writers who have feared (or
faced) violence as a result of expressing their affections openly,
who lost cherished Prosperos to the Plague Years—who embrace the
essential queerness (not necessarily sexual or affectional) of the
man and his work. I find a constancy in these authors’ stories and
poems that makes Where Thy Dark Eye Glances far
more than a hodge-podge gallimaufry of pastiche and slashed
fan-fic.

I am honored by the caliber of stories and
storytellers that have helped make my vision reality. Where Thy Dark Eye Glances is no mere dream within a
dream but a collective journey into imagination along oft-dark
streets and landscapes where the only comfort may be the fleeting
touch of another man’s, another woman’s fingers, before the
maelstrom appears and we are lost once again to darkness.

 


Steve Berman

March 2013
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Poe the Man

~
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The City and the
Stranger

~

Seth Cadin

~

 


What pulled him first was not the song itself, but
that he could not comprehend the language used by its singer. Then
as he moved toward it, the strangeness of the melody and the beauty
of the voice rose to his attention. The intensity of his
fascination with the sound increased with its proximity. Next came
the scent of something burning, sweet and spicy, a perfumed
charcoal of some kind. He could smell the tang of scorched bronze,
and was disappointed when he saw the censer, as it was not uniquely
ornate but rough and merely functional.

West Point had become useless to him, and so he’d
made his way to New York. Now he felt the city around him as if it
were carrying him along in a thin glass sphere. He was the victim
of a dereliction which at times stirred him into a frenzy of
memories, including many of himself shouting foolishly at John
Allan, driven by seething hatred of his guardian’s expression of
drunken, lopsided disdain. Nevertheless he could see this
abandonment left him unfettered by any expectations but his
own.

Not to leave aside the machinations of Fate, who
clearly had purposes in mind for him. What these might be were
tortuously enigmatic to him, except when he was gripped by euphoria
or despair. At those times he felt he understood, though his conclusions were opposite each
other depending on which way his mind had tilted.

On first arriving in the city, he was greeted only by
fierce February winds. He used all the funds he had to rent a small
room, and fell into a fever, certain he would wheeze and ooze his
way to death in his rough bed. When he had enough strength and
clarity of mind, he wrote letters. He imagined they would be his
last messages to a world that had been determined to either perfect
or destroy him since his birth. Otherwise, when awake he stared at
the plush velvet curtain hanging from brass rings over the single
window, watching an icy light seep around its edges and become a
diffuse glow, as if emanating from a portal to an ineffable planet
spinning around a colder star.

Time passed in strange stretches and bursts, until he
became aware that he was hungry, though at first he decided the
sensation was his flesh signaling its final descent into total
systemic failure. Yet as the hours went on, the fever receded, and
he realized the ache in his stomach represented Fate’s dreadful
intentions spinning him out, forcing him to rise from near-death
and step forth into near-life.

The clothes he wore, his newest work, and a single
copy of the volume of poetry he had written as a cadet were all he
owned. He also had the name of a man he might persuade to publish
his next collection—though how he would ever find the will to
sustain his own life until then he did not know. It might be that
he would perish as an impoverished stranger in the city, his lofty
ambitions pathetically unrealized. He sometimes thought his
awareness of his own brilliance was the very weapon Fate relied on
most, stringing him between two paths—leading him to become a
tremendous success or a dreadful wretch. Yet surely someone in this
city could be persuaded to publish his latest work, if not
Harpers.

Recognizing that he was now a wanderer, he thought of
what John Allan would make of it, this following in the footsteps
of his parents—which led his mind into images of their bodies
underground, decomposed, skeletons which he imagined faced each
other in their calcified slumber. Follow us
here, they seemed to say. These sudden images were familiar,
simply part of his perception of the world, and when expressed to
others seemed to alarm them much more than they did him.

Once again he would become “Henri.” If someone asked
his surname, he would look seriously at them and change the
subject. That would give an air of mystery, a sense of nobility
displaced, perhaps. He needed to assume a persona, a way of
attracting interest in order to induce strangers to pay him for his
poetry.

~

He also needed a defense against the weather, but he
hesitated not at all to unhook the curtain and make a cloak of it.
He folded the fabric over his shoulders, attempting to conceal the
grommets by fashioning a twisted collar. The length was too short,
coming to just above his knees, but the width made it possible to
wrap the dark purple velvet material snugly around his thin cotton
shirt up to the neck. There was not even a hand-mirror in the room,
but he would have used it if there had been.

“Henri,” he said to the room. Certainly, two skeletons underground told him, moving
their arms around each other.

And then he wandered, following his senses through
the city until they encountered the busker’s appealingly exotic
call, and led him to hover at the edge of the small crowd taking in
the performance. His disappointment with the metalwork quickly
turned to a new feeling of tingling expectation. The man, only a
few years older than himself, had light brown skin and long,
twisting curls of shining black hair, and he was playing a stringed
instrument which Poe—Henri, he reminded
himself—could not name. The busker’s long fingers stroked and
plucked it sensually. His sweet tenor soared along with the music,
and Henri could see it affecting the rest of those gathered as
well.

It was hypnotic, this performer unfolding what were
surely to him tunes familiar from the cradle,
which the listeners might never otherwise have heard before the
grave. As always with art, money was the thing, and when finished
the man modestly bowed, directing the sweep of his torso towards a
small rough cap on the ground before him. Henri watched as a few
hands dropped coins into it like fresh corpses reaching out of
their graves. For a moment he would have knifed them all to pieces
just to have for himself such excess, the luxury to give instead of
need.

Quickly the busker extinguished the incense,
preparing to seek a fresh audience with fuller purses to entice.
The blurry faces vanished in ones and twos until just Henri
remained, transfixed and dizzily transformed. His body’s rhythms
felt so disturbed, he thought the fever must have returned, or else
had left him so weak he would soon collapse at the feet of a man
with whom conversation might be linguistically impossible.

Then he recognized the feeling from memory, and for a
moment his breath stopped entirely. There was a thrill moving from
the top of his head down his spine, and only when it reached his
stomach did he exhale forcefully. He knew this response, unexpected
as it was, because for months he’d experienced it whenever he
encountered a certain fellow cadet who had been charmingly enamored
of his poetry. That young man had been possessed of an unearthly
quality shared by this unknown busker, and had a similar, seemingly
permanent expression of half-dreaming in his large, dark eyes.

This sensation now captivating Henri was identical to
that which had come over him when the cadet at West Point had
looked up from a handful of his poetry and given a sigh of
satisfaction. This was almost as gratifying as the subscription
payments obtained from him without comment or complaint—and without
the smirking condescension many of his other peers expressed upon
becoming patrons of an art they surely appreciated only
superficially, if at all. He’d soon found himself dreaming of the
other boy sharing his narrow cot, their bodies entangled—still in
their uniforms, as if his mind could not summon up more compelling
imagery even in the innocence of sleep—and felt crushing
disappointment when he reached to pull his friend closer and,
waking, clutched a handful of thin wool blanket instead.

I want to touch him, he’d thought
then, with wonder but little fear. His mind had always taken him to
places that were questionable in their morality, and he’d always
allowed it do so, knowing that restraining it would only leave him
miserable and incapable of writing anything worth the parchment.
He’d tried to have the dream while awake, and let himself caress
his most secret beloved in his imagination—picturing his hands
moving over skin instead of fabric, enjoying his own blossoming
arousal and wondering how it would feel to create the same response
for the other boy. It had been wonderful to envision, though not
quite as pleasant as what settled over him when a piece of work was
completed and exchanged for money. Nothing in his life could
compare to that, but it was in a category unto itself, separate
from this discovery about his own romantic inclinations.

Now the thought came to him again: I
want to touch this stranger, and discover if his hands on my body
would be as deft as they are on those strings. There was no
doubt—only the need to determine how to cross from the thought to
the act, if it were possible, or whether to walk away now before
inviting yet more trouble into his already difficult life.

Again the skeletons of his parents regarded him,
eyeless in their shared grave, but he summoned a black cloth
dropped over them to block their view. For once he would like to be
unhaunted, as he stood on the pavement, staring shamelessly,
knowing any moment the busker might vanish into the city.

“I do speak your language,” the man said. He had what
sounded like a nearly royal British accent, so posh were its long
vowels and extraneous syllables. He gave Henri a long look, and the
thrill came again, even stronger—could it be that Fate had for once
pushed him towards someone so beautiful whose body and mind were
meant to be aligned with his own?

“What do you call that instrument?” he heard himself
asking. It seemed a reasonably blameless way to pick up the clear
offer of conversation.

“Miranda.” There was a hint of mirth in his tone.
“However if it were less personally known to me, I would simply
call it a buzuq.”

“It is not unlike a lute,” Henri said, “though music
is not amongst the arts I know well. But ‘Miranda’—” He drew a
breath to give his next words proper gravity, intoning them without
falsetto. “‘O, wonder! How many goodly creatures are
there here! How beauteous—’ ”

“‘—mankind is! O brave new world, that
has such people in’t!’ ” the stranger concluded in a
convincingly girlish voice. He was smiling now, lighting up his
face in a way that sent another twisting sensation through Henri’s
chest and stomach. “Yes, she who must be admired. Encountering
disaster, she finds joyous novelty.” He touched the instrument
gently, almost with love.

Henri felt a swirling combination of envy and
approval. “I’ve always thought that moment was meant as something
of a dark and cynical jest,” he admitted.

The stranger laughed, a little song unto itself, with
what seemed like pleasure at the observation. “That as well,” he
said, and packing Miranda gently in a soft-lined case, he offered a
hand to shake. “I think we are friends. Yes. Let us say we are, and
then who can tell us otherwise? I am called Rafael, and you…?”

“Henri.” The handshake was merely a quick clasp, but
was it his imagination that Rafael’s fingers traced just a moment
too slowly along his palm as they released? Was it his own hand
that lingered? “I wish I had anything to spare,” he continued,
glancing helplessly at the cap, which Rafael had discreetly emptied
into his pockets before settling onto his head.

“But you don’t.” Rafael sounded almost cheerful about
this. “And now I do, so we will share a meal, since it does no good
for one man to starve while another dines alone.”

“You’re an unusual performer, to be so generous.” The
words again emerged before he could edit them. “That is, not to
impugn your trade, but I’d think every penny—”

“—would be precious, and so it is, but what use is
treasure hoarded? I am not a dragon, unless I have been enchanted.
Do you think that might be so?”

Henri’s sense that Fate had brought them together
became even stronger. The question seemed sincere, and as Rafael
began to walk, carrying Miranda in her case under one arm, Henri
followed without a thought for where he might be led.

“If the enchantment were strong enough, I’d have no
way of knowing. But in the lore there is always some sign, so I
will observe you carefully in case—”

Again he was interrupted, this time by Rafael pulling
him to stand against a wall where passers-by would be unlikely to
notice them as the evening shadows grew longer. Henri found himself
face-to-face with the other man, his arm gripped at the elbow, and
the distance between them much less than mere conversation
required.

“Look closely,” Rafael said, making his voice low and
melodious again. “You might see some spark, some fire-sign of the
bewitched dragon in my eyes.”

For a long moment Henri did as instructed, unable to
resist the steady command, unwilling to disturb the moment. He
could feel the city around both of them now, its busy population
and rising towers of wood and stone seeming like the emanations of
a conscious entity—perhaps a manifestation of Fate Herself pushing
him into this new adventure.

The sweet anticipation of unknown pleasures stuck him
again. Henri made a pretense of searching for the dragon, and was
surprised when he saw what could indeed be the mark of a legendary
creature. “Something burns, though whether a dragon’s fire
transformed or your own spirit, I can’t say. It could be you are a
dragon’s cousin, made flesh by some entanglement of gods and
myths.”

“Yet I see the same signs in you…Henri.” The other
man’s tone made it clear he knew this was a pseudonym, but there
was no hint of condemnation, only a playful acknowledgement that
they were both taking on roles. “Perhaps we are reflecting at each
other a combustion created by our meeting.” Rafael’s grip on his
elbow loosened, and his hand slid down Henri’s arm all the way to
the hand again, where their fingers briefly entangled like a
promise, a giddy confirmation of what this meeting could offer them
both.

Then the grip changed again, closing around his wrist
to lead him back into the crowd, toward a small café, where Henri
allowed Rafael to direct the production of scones and coffee, paid
for with a few of his recently earned coins.

They sat across from each other at a tiny table with
an uneven leg, so that now and then it tilted slightly like a boat
in a calm ocean. Henri kept his makeshift cloak in place, sure that
the poverty of its design was apparent, but still unwilling to
humiliate himself by revealing the grommets from which it had
recently hung. Still, he knew the time would come to remove it, for
surely they had to find somewhere to be alone together, and
soon.

After a few moments more of silence, Rafael said,
“You have the soul of an artist, I think…?”

Henri was grateful for both the keen observation of
something he felt defined him so completely, and the opportunity to
hold forth on the subject of poetry and story-writing. He explained
his attempts at building a base of private subscribers, as well as
his hopes to sell his newest work for publication in the city. He
did not mention West Point, or Tamerlane by
name, simply noting that he had a collection already printed, but
he suspected his reticence was obvious to the clearly intelligent
man who was quickly becoming something other than an increasingly
well-regarded new friend.

They worked through the plate of pastries and cups of
coffee without too much haste but also without dallying, and Henri
observed that Rafael was as hungry as himself, which made his
generosity all the more impressive. When he attempted to express
this, Rafael stopped him: “No, you are most welcome, and indeed
it’s a favor to me that you’ve joined me, as I’ve taken every meal
alone since my arrival here.”

“From where did you arrive, and how did you come to
choose—” Henri began to ask, but Rafael was already shaking his
head, his lovely dark locks swaying as he did.

“All stories begin with a meeting,” he said. “Where I
came from is not significant. Where I am now—and what company I’m
keeping—is all that matters.”

“I must say, your manner of thought and speech is a
relief from what I have become accustomed to.” Henri attempted to
leave the last segment of scone out of politeness, but Rafael waved
at it, insisting, until he capitulated and cleared the plate
between them with a final bite.

“Deep thought is a holy obligation,” the busker said,
with a hint of a smile. “But without conversation, it’s an empty
prayer.” Glancing around quickly to see that no one was paying them
any mind, he reached across the table and let his fingertips brush
the back of Henri’s hand on the table, just a moment too long to be
anything other than a hint at the chance for further, more private
physical connection.

Nevertheless, Henri almost stayed in place,
frightened by doubt, as Rafael rose and looked toward the exit. Had
he mistaken all these little touches, all the long enticing looks
Rafael sent his way? But no:

“I have the use of some rooms, the home of an old
friend who is traveling,” Rafael said. “Let’s go there together and
I will read your poetry, since you’ve heard my music, and it would
only be fair, after all.”

Alone. They would be alone, in privacy, in a place
which Poe—Henri, he had to remind himself, as
his resolve to remain anonymous eroded—could only assume would have
curtains not made into cloaks, and (he could hardly allow himself
to think of it) a bed, where he might find himself inside a waking
dream, one in which he would embrace more than a blanket and at
last act upon his unnatural but irresistible desires.

As before, he followed, still somewhat unsure if he
was headed for the pleasures of sharing his work and then returning
to his own cold room alone, or to some other ecstasy he could
barely name, let alone envision. Perhaps even a gruesome death—all
these apparently benign invitations the designs of a deranged
street performer who could easily slaughter him and vanish, a new
kind of murderous fiend who would erupt with rage once his prey was
captive. He felt curiously unafraid even contemplating this
possibility, as he felt sure Fate would direct his progress
regardless of the choices he believed he was making, in his mortal
ignorance.

They were silent, as Henri walked behind by a few
steps, taking Rafael’s quick movements as a sign that it would be
better if they were not seen walking in companionship any longer.
Too late, he realized he had left his poems in his room, but he
could recite many of them from memory. Could that be all he
wanted—merely the intimate exchange of art, a way for Henri to pay
for his portion of their meager meal? Were all the little moments,
the long touches and inviting looks, just a product of Henri’s
vivid imagination? This doubt, this tension of the unknown was not
unpleasant. If nothing more than such an exchange occurred, he
would be satisfied enough, though at the same time he would feel
the same bitter disappointment as when waking from his dream of the
young man at West Point.

His sense of the city as an entity faded as they
walked. He decided to let himself believe that soon, somehow, the
two of them would join together in a beautiful novelty of an
experience. It was all the more wonderful for the fact that it was
forbidden—how repulsed, how utterly speechless at the perception of
such a foul and evil deed John Allan would be, though Henri still
hoped sincerely that his adoptive father would never know. This was
not just because of the scandal of it. He felt that whatever
happened next with Rafael was for the two of them alone—even if it
were no more than a sharing of their mutual passions in a chaste
and civilized form.

As soon as he had been led up a narrow staircase and
into the rooms of Rafael’s absent friend, just as the door closed,
Rafael pulled him close, seizing his elbows and moving his hands
from there to Henri’s wrists.

I can’t move, I can’t speak, Henri
thought. Yet after a moment he discovered this was not quite true,
for he found himself saying:

“Please…”

That seemed to be enough invitation for Rafael. He
released his grip and moved one hand to Henri’s face, tracing a
line down the curve of his cheek and then over the bow of his lips,
and with his other hand guided Henri to do the same, so that they
stood stroking each other’s skin at last.

“Yes.” Rafael answered his plea, dropping his hand to
entwine with Henri’s and lead him to a small, fraying sofa, set
against crumbling wallpaper—a floral design that must once have
been cheerful and was now faded, giving the room a disreputable
atmosphere which Henri was more comfortable with than he would have
been in more glorified surroundings. “But first, I was promised
poetry, and I intend to hear some.” His tone was playful and
promising. When they sat their knees touched, keeping the
anticipation of what might follow alive like one of Miranda’s
strings plucked and vibrating with a high, sweet note.

As for the instrument, Rafael had set the case gently
on a side-table when they arrived, and it felt like a third
occupant, a witness to their strange association, which would
remain hidden between the notes of the next song plucked out upon
it by those elegant hands. Hands which had left what felt like
indelible but invisible markings, like the man he had once seen in
a traveling circus whose entire head and neck were covered with
Polynesian swirls of ink, needled on in what must have been a
terribly painful process. At the time, Henri had wondered what
could cause a man to sacrifice so much in order to transform
himself into a freak, but now he understood.

Instead of reciting from his new work, he chose a
piece from Tamerlane. “ ‘In visions of the dark
night/I have dreamed of joy departed—’ ” he began, and Rafael
listened with gratifying interest. When he reached the verse which
began “That holy dream—that holy dream,” he felt for the first time
a masculine hand stroking his knee and leg, not salaciously, but
tenderly, as if the naturally tactile musician could not listen
without manifesting physically some sign of his response.

Which would not be an incorrect description of the
reaction Poe—finally, he forgot completely he was “Henri” or ever
had been, becoming himself again with the self-possession that
always accompanied his work—felt in his own body, at that. He was
glad to have chosen a short poem, because his makeshift cloak was
far too warm now, and his clothes under it felt ill-fitting,
scratching at his skin.

“Beautiful,” Rafael pronounced, though he was looking
so intently at Poe’s face that it was not entirely clear whether he
meant just the poem or also its creator. He stood, pulling Poe up
by one hand, and drew him closer still, closer than in the alley or
past the doorframe, close enough that their bodies almost
touched—almost, but not quite. He met Poe’s eyes with just the hint
of a question, and Poe felt himself giving a clear, affirmative
response without speaking.

Rafael gripped his hand and pulled him quickly into
another small room where there was, indeed, a bed, just barely big
enough for two men, if they were entangled tightly together, for
example. In Poe’s mind, the black veil over his parents’ grave
lifted briefly, and he caught a glimpse of a long finger of bone
waving at him in warning or condemnation. “No,” he said aloud, and
Rafael stopped, having just begun to unwrap the velvet cloak, but:
“I mean yes,” Poe corrected, and smiled at himself, at the unreal
animated dead chiding him like schoolteachers, at the wonder of how
he had met this man and come to be in this place, and smiled even
more brightly when Rafael reflected his expression.

He thought Rafael might laugh when he saw the
grommets, but before he could fear the moment of revelation, that
musical voice came again: “Get you out of that lovely curtain,
shall we?” And all was well about it, and Poe knew it was, and he
reached out with no fear to touch Rafael’s hair and neck and
shoulders as the curtain was unwound and cast onto the bed.

The next several minutes were silent, because when
they kissed, the city blinked out of existence. They began to press
and touch in ways that made Poe’s previous thrills of anticipation
seem as dim as a candle in bright daylight. Even when the world
around them returned, the quiet remained, aside from the sound of
fabric sliding off skin, as Poe unbuttoned and tugged and let
himself briefly collide with Rafael’s body while undressing its
upper half. Those perfect hands, the work of which had called him
into this—he had no doubt now that Fate’s mischief was behind the
encounter—were busy as well, until they stood chest to chest, still
with the echo of their shared smile ghosting at the corners of
their mouths, though overshadowed by similarly mutual expressions
of fierce desire.

They touched and touched, stroking each other’s backs
and arms and chests, moving together for another kiss as they did,
and Poe delighted in the feeling of skin on skin. However he felt
hesitation, uncertainty, and finally admitted: “I’m afraid I’ve no
idea—”

“Oh, I have ideas enough for the both of us,” Rafael
answered easily. He seemed to have the line prepared, and Poe
chided himself for letting his inexperience show so plainly, but
there was no sense of disappointment or condemnation from the lover
who had been a stranger barely more than an hour or two before.

Instead, he simply led Poe to the bed and gently
urged him to lie upon it, removing first his shoes and then working
upward—with a rustling that matched the sound in Poe’s mind of the
black veil shielding all this from the skeletons of his parents
starting to slide out of place. Away, look away,
he told the eyeless remains, and forced his mind to obey the order
instead, wanting this bed to have no hint of the gravedigger’s
trade about it.

As if sensing his shyness, though surely not
understanding its true source, Rafael playfully dragged the
curtain-cloak over Poe’s body as he began to tug and pull away
Poe’s trousers and undergarments.

“I would like to see a painting of you this way.”
Rafael stroked a hand from Poe’s throat to his belly to his thighs,
following the line of the fabric half-draped over his form. He was
himself still half-dressed, but now, without removing his hand from
where it now rested on the inside of Poe’s naked thigh, divested
himself of his remaining garments with no fumbling despite having
only one hand free. Then he stood, allowing Poe to see his naked
body in full, and even turned slowly, as if to say See, there is nothing to fear, only to rejoice in and
explore.

“I’d like to meet the painter who would take such a
commission,” Poe heard himself half-joking, and again they shared a
smile.

“I may have encountered one or two,” Rafael answered
lightly, and for the first time Poe fully realized that the
knowledge his new friend was now putting to work with him came from
entanglements with other men, and felt a different kind of jolt, a
terrible longing envy of all who had seen what he was seeing, felt
what he was feeling as Rafael’s hand slipped up higher from its
place on his leg to stroke him most intimately. The pleasure of
this pushed the dark thoughts away, and besides, this was not a man
who could be jealously kept from all others, clearly. It was his
innate freedom of spirit and clear intention to live only for the
now which was part of his appeal, after all,
though the beauty of his face and body did nothing to detract from
the intense sensations his touch inspired.

At some point soon after, the curtain-cloak fell to
the floor as Rafael pushed it aside impatiently, joining Poe on the
bed and entwining with him in a sweet embrace. Poe ran his hands
over the other man’s dark locks, down his bare back, and felt in
return those skilled hands exploring his own flesh. He lost himself
in what felt like one long suspended moment as he found that he
did, in fact, have more ideas about how to approach the situation
than he’d thought, that Rafael was a muse of sensuality inspiring
him to bravely reach and touch and stroke. His dream was real, the
world was breathing life into his body through the breath of his
lover’s body, and the fever that had him bound to a different bed
in what felt like a distant past life now returned in the form of
heat and sweat that promised to heal rather than threatened to
destroy him.

They murmured together, a quiet sequence of yes and oh and ahh,
and Poe wondered what poetry could capture the essence of communion
between them. He knew he would try, and could feel the lines
naturally beginning to assemble even as they reached the heights of
pleasure. The phantoms of the unknown parental grave lingered
somewhere in the back of his mind, and in one dreadful moment he
imagined that he and Rafael were themselves skeletons decaying unto
eternity together, that this exchange of flesh and wonder was
perhaps a kind of madness descending over him on the brink of his
own death after all.

Yet just then Rafael’s raven-colored locks began to
tickle the insides of his thighs and all thought vanished as far
away as it ever could, replaced by bliss and amazement. Each time
he thought no passionate expression could ever topple the last, he
found himself reaching a new height of pleasure and daring, until
finally the wave broke and collapsed them, legs and arms and chests
wound up together as if they were one body with two persons
occupying it, or two halves of one new person, perhaps.

Exhaustion replaced enthusiasm, and Poe felt himself
almost immediately beginning to drift into sleep, when he heard
again the extraordinary voice that had earlier been directed at any
and all now singing quietly, just for him, just for them, just for
the strange and beautiful ways in which they had shared with each
other the dragon’s fire that flared when their bodies joined
together. Again the words were in a language he couldn’t name, but
now he felt he understood them all, though he could never, then or
later, offer any translation. Rafael sang him into sleep, and only
when he tipped over into slumber did the black veil lift and the
imagined sound of bones clicking underground—in shock or in
approval of his joy, he would never know—begin to provide distant
percussion for the tune.

When he woke, he was alone. The curtain-cloak had
been neatly folded along with his other clothes and left on the
side-table. He dressed quickly, tucking the grommets into a collar
again, and explored the crumbling outer room, but Miranda in her
case was gone—no sign of Rafael remained. A terrible fear filled
him, and soon it became an immovable sadness, as he ran from the
unfamiliar rooms and tried to trace his path back to the corner
where he had first found the busker, only to discover it as empty
as the bed had been.

He could wander, listening for that unmistakable
voice, and he did, but the glass sphere which had held him seemed
to have broken, and he discovered no sign at all, not even a
lingering whiff of scented charcoal. For hours he explored the
city, feeling his search was the pale opposite of the explorations
of each other’s bodies he and Rafael had made just hours before.
Finally he retreated to his own room, which was smaller and even
more empty than before, and sat on the bed stroking his clothing
over the places where the other man’s hands had so recently been,
as if searching for some lasting mark.

After several days more of searching he found it, not
in his flesh but in his spirit. Surely, he decided, his vanished
lover had been an angel wearing the guise of a man, and had blessed
him with a shield against falling into the nameless, forgotten
state of his missing parents, which he’d once despaired might
capture him as well. He decided that his final exhalation would not
mean his true demise—that somehow, he would live on and on, and no
matter what other lovers Fate had in mind for him—perhaps even
those who would dream of him when he took his place in that haunted
grave—he would always be searching for the man whose heart-strings
were a kind of lute, and whose song would echo in his body
evermore.

He read through his new collection several times, and
then returned to the café—still with the faintest hope that perhaps
Rafael would return there as well, but knowing now that this was
just another bitter dream—to sit at the uneven table and begin the
only work he could do to bring himself back to the path of life,
which he now believed Fate had allowed him to briefly escape only
so that he would return to it, fortified and broken all at
once.

He began to write, and when he reached the lines “But
the skies that angel trod,/Where deep thoughts are a duty—/Where
Love’s a grown-up God—” he thought he felt that elegant hand on his
knee again, approving, understanding. He almost smiled, thinking of
the secret encoded in the verses, and knew that the editors at
Harpers—or whatever entity saw fit to publish these works, as he
was even more certain now this triumph awaited him—would never
guess that such an outrage, such a deviant encounter was etched
between the lines.

“Our flowers are merely flowers,” he told the
skeletons of the actors who had left him an orphan, and their
gleaming white skulls nodded, the minds inside long since flown up
and away towards the same Heaven where the shadow of Israfel’s
perfect bliss had made sunshine of his own. There were many stories
to tell, many poems to write, much business of publishing and
acquiring both fortune and reputation to which he must attend. New
York had given him all it had for him already, and his mind was
already escaping it again for Baltimore and the spring, even as his
body ached for one more moment of passion shared.

All he could do was allow the ghost of a half-man,
half-angel to shadow him, and now when the image came of standing
over that grave, he was no longer alone, but joined by his
invisible beloved, their hands entwined. “Israfeli, who
despisest/an unimpassioned song” would be watching, disallowing him
from cheating Fate with even a scrap of sincerity in his work, just
as their entanglement had not one moment that was not perfect in
its truthful beauty. No matter how grotesque or egregious, whatever
he wrote hereafter would be real, in honor of the gift given and
then cruelly taken away. Eighteen long years later, he would
stumble to the mortal end of Fate’s intentions for his life, and
down through the darkness he would mumble and shout many lines
penned and impressions gathered, but none so fiercely as the sixth
verse of his new poem.

The ecstasies above

With thy burning measures suit—

Thy grief, thy joy, thy hate, thy love,

With the fervor of thy lute—

Well may the stars be mute!

“Well may the stars be mute,” he echoed to the
skeletons, but like those cold gems strewn across the city skyline
he now longed to leave behind, they were also silent and still, and
if their new torpor had significance he would never decipher its
purpose. He only knew that he would always remember the feeling of
that delicate but masculine hand in his own. He would never be
completely free from the haunted state that followed him all his
life. Yet he knew he would now also always be blessed by a
joyfulness, and cursed by a bitterness, without each of which the
other would have no meaning, and which together gave his body its
own secret place to occupy, outside of the destiny that otherwise
consumed him until he died.

 


~

 


Poe’s letters indicate that he did indeed spend a
brief, impoverished time in New York, around February, between
leaving West Point and returning to Baltimore, and the poem
“Israfel” dates from 1831, the year he was there.
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“Why preyest thou thus upon the
poet’s heart,

Vulture, whose wings are dull realities?”

— from “Sonnet to Science,” Edgar Allan Poe

 


 


I have charged myself with daguerreotyping

the greatest men of the age, while other

photographers make a business of family

portraits or dally with the ridiculous spirit

 


photography. I have heard that
Whipple

has even challenged the heavens, that with aid

of the great Harvard telescope, he has captured the
face

of the moon, garnered the praise of scientists and
artists

 


alike. I have no such lofty aspirations, nor will
I

trifle with charlatans for the acquisition

of wealth. I mean to serve posterity,

to record the faces of those men

 


who shape our destiny. When Mr. Wallace entered

the studio with his silent companion—I held my
tongue.

I was gracious and took the best images

I could of the lesser, but paying, poet. Then

 


I beseeched his companion, Mr. Poe,

to sit for me. He wordlessly declined. His eyes

were dark and shadowed with too much drink,

his cheap suit tattered and worn, his necktie

 


swathed about his throat like a tourniquet.

He was a hollow and penniless man, darkness made

beautiful. It took great diplomacy to convince him
to pose

for me, for the nation, free of charge.

 


A few weeks later, upon hearing of Poe’s death,

I held his image in my hand—haunted, love-torn,

desolate—his gaze fixed on me. I knew I had

captured a poet’s heart. Let Whipple boast

 


of holding the moon in his hand.
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Neither midnight nor dreary but late on a cold
October evening, Atherton James sat before a fire reading a book on
legumes. He could not sleep and was relying on both the glass of
port and the propensity of Latin within the names and mottoes to
lull him. The chair was old, comfortable, cracked leather and would
be preferable to tumbled, cold sheets.

A knock on the door roused him just as he began
nodding off to the illustrations of wisteria—blurs of lavender on
the page seeping into darkness. But he stirred at the repeated,
redoubled rapping at his front door.

He adjusted his robe and his night cap. Secured his
slippers. Then, when at the door, he pressed his ear against the
dark wood. “Who’s there?”

“Teacher!” he heard cry though the grain, the planks,
the nails. Only one man referred to James with such a moniker, not
altogether untrue, but a career decidedly well past him.

He unbolted the lock and allowed the unkempt youth
inside his home. It had been…what, months since he had met Thomas
in a tavern and encouraged him to come back to James’s quaint
Hamilton Street abode?

The firelight confined to the hearth barely
illuminated any of Thomas; the young man had his overcoat collar
drawn high, clutched its edges with white knuckles, and stood
hunched in the doorway before stumbling inside.

James gestured towards the warmth and light. His own
chair, even. “By the fire—”

“No,” muttered Thomas. Rather, he shuffled to stand
by the dusty bookshelves at the edge of the room and remained in
thick shadow. Dampness, either a touch of rain or perhaps sweat,
left his thick hair unruly—reminiscent of that striking woodblock
print by that Japanese artist whose name James could not recall at
present. Oh, it would be found in a volume behind the boy.

“Teacher, somethin’ has… I ain’t well.”

James retrieved his port, held out the glass to
Thomas despite the many steps separating them. He did not want to approach closer. Yet. This was all so disturbing,
so much more fanciful and fearsome than even the first time he had
accepted the handsome young man’s offer. Not thirty pieces of
silver, no souls were damned—James believed more in illustration
than iconography, in the sanctity of the pen over the pulpit. But
he had paid, had worried he would be cheated, had been assuaged of
all dread when Thomas stripped both of them bare. The sheets had
not been cold that night. James had no trouble sleeping that
night.

“A drink?” He raised the glass a little higher, so it
would catch the light and the boy’s attention—James could not be
sure where Thomas stared, not while in silhouette—but the boy made
no reply.

“No? A doctor then? I could send word. The hospital
is not far.”

“I heard he went there. Died there.”

“Who, my boy. At least come closer. This
distance—”

“That author. Poe.”

James blinked. Thomas surprised him. They had shared
many secrets, much chatter of their pasts, while resting on soft
pillows. Thomas had abandoned schooling as soon as he could run
fast enough to elude not only instructor but father. This boy
should not know the name of any author, least of all a disturbed
scribbler who shared his own nightmares with the impressionable
public.

“Yes,” James said. “I saw the obituary.”

Thomas took a tentative step closer. He held out one
trembling hand, showing a palm wrapped with a stained handkerchief.
“That man bit me ’fore he died.”

“What?” Did James not detect a slur to the boy’s
speech? He put down the port, then approached the boy as a hunter
might a wounded boar. “Listen, Thomas. This all sounds like a bad
dream. Or a bad bottle of gin. Either way, sleeping it off will do
you good.”

When he put an arm around the boy’s coat, James felt
the temblor of shivering reach his own bones. “By the fire at
least.”

And Thomas let himself be led to the chair and sat
down.

In the flickering light, as James prodded the dying
log with the poker, its stern metal a comfort to his grasp,
Thomas’s face looked wan, as if he might faint at any moment. The
sole fragments of contrast were bits of ebony: sunken eyes, the
rash of hair, and the early growth of a mustache above thin
lips.

The boy seemed to become aware of the port finally
and downed it in one swallow. He wiped his lips with the same hand
that dangled the fragile glass. “Needed a theriac.”

“Pardon?”

“What?”

“Just that—that word.” James dragged over another
chair and then took the glass from the boy’s weak fingers. “Not
something I expect you to know.”

Thomas brought his wrapped hand—James saw that the
rag was soiled with ruddy brown blotches, which brought bile up his
throat—to his chest. “I was there with my…my fidus
Achates. No. No, chums. They are chums.” Thomas shook his head
with the vehemence of a terrier who snatched a rat. “Monday. And we
were buying rounds. When he came—walked over to us.”

“Who?”

“Poe. Might as well have been H-Hades. No. I don’t
know who that is. Arghh, Poe. He moved like he was well into his
cups already. Drool at the…at the sides of his mouth. Salivatin’
like a mad dog as he asked if he could join us for a drink.”

Thomas pulled at his hair. The gesture made his
forehead look larger than before in the weak light.

“He had coin, plenty of it, so we agreed. What’s one
more, if he pays, we always say. I thought I might go blind that
night, I drank so much. How did he stay upright? He should have
been carried out. To the morgue, for all he drank.

“And then, he starts cursin’ and it’s words none of
us has ever heard. Not even you, Teacher, talked to me like that
when I’m fuckin’ the hell out of your chute. ‘Maggot-pie!’ ‘Reeky
death-token!’ ‘Withered brabbler on some Plutonian shore!’ ”

James chuckled. Thomas stopped him by pushing that
wounded hand against James’s lips.

“No. I-I know what they mean now but I cannot find
the humor. Melancholia…black bile. His bite spread black bile.”

“You say he bit you?”

Thomas nodded. “When he became violent, started
throwing fists, snapping his great jaws. Bit me on the hand, my
chum Willy on the shoulder right down to the bone, nicked the tip
of the bartender’s thumb in one snap. We let him run off then.”

“Perhaps the wound is infected.”

“Black bile. I told you.” Thomas’s other hand pulled
at the dark hairs growing on his upper lip. The late hour, the lack
of sleep, gave James the impression that those inky strands had
become thicker in the short span they had been sitting there.

James cried out when the bell rang and knocking began
anew at his door.

“Who is it?” Thomas asked and eyed the door with
trepidation. “I feel that something grim stands at the
threshold.”

“I’d best see.” The knocking grew more violent. James
glanced over his shoulder at Thomas before reaching for the latch.
A nephew, he would say—the youth was his nephew. He looked old
enough, certainly from across the room he might even resemble a man
in his late thirties. The poor thing even had bags under his eyes
from whatever troubled him so.

James confronted his caller, a corpulent man in
uniform who steamed from a black-bearded chimney above the chin
strap of his official cap.

“Constable Wiggins?”

“Evening, Mister James, sir. Sorry for the intrusion
at this hour.” The ruddy-faced constable peered past James into the
room a moment, then shuffled about as if anxious. A stout man
uneasy at so close to midnight made James all the more tense. He
might never sleep this night.

“I was just…well, my nephew is in town and we are up
late trading stories—”

“I have stories to tell,” shouted Thomas in a pained
voice.

“What did he say?”

“Nothing.” James stepped closer to the constable and
lowered his voice though the chill night air threatened to petrify
his tongue. “I-I fear my nephew’s had too much drink tonight. You
understand…”

“Of course, sir. That’s why I’m calling on you at
this hour.” He tugged at his beard with a gloved hand. “Seems like
much of Baltimore’s been hob and nobbing a bit too much
tonight—wife won’t allow me a glass, even the
medicinal, as her father was a drunk. And a dago, but still, I
married her.”

“Constable…”

“Yes…well, there’s been reports. We’ve enough burden
after that incident at the Chemical Works… Now, these men. Running
through the streets.” Constable Wiggins glanced in either
direction. The street was empty but a sound, perhaps human, did
sound out. Perhaps a night bird. “Not niggers or micks, mind you.
But good folk have been accosted. Would you believe in Green Mount
Cemetery one of these fellows—”

“Well, thank you for the warning,” James said and
began to shut the door. “It’s a queer night.”

“Right you are,” said the officer.

“Downright grim,” yelled Thomas, who pried the door
from James’s grip and stepped out into the street. “No, not Grimm.
Give me Coleridge’s Rime. I want Hoffmann’s
Doppeltgänger.” He turned around slowly, his
deep set eyes mournful. “Where am I?”

“Seems a bit off, your nephew.”

Teeth almost achatter, James stepped in front of
Thomas. “He’s…despondent over a woman.”

“Lenore,” bemoaned Thomas.

“Odd name.”

“She’s…from New Orleans.”

“But we loved with a love that was more than love—I
and my Annabel Lee.”

Officer Wiggins blinked. “I thought his miss was
named Lenore.”

James offered a weak chuckle. He was freezing in his
thin robe, the slippers did little to help, and he only wanted for
the policeman—and Thomas—to let him return to comfort of the hearth
and his books. “Heh, well, he does find himself in a quandary…”

The constable raised a hand. “Say no more. Women are
the roots of all men’s woes. Father would quote scripture on that.
‘Ask me never for a dowry or gift, as according to ye the damsel to
wife gives unto…’ ” He tugged again at his beard. “ ‘Unto…’ Well,
they’re nothing but trouble.”

James pressed upon Thomas to head off into the other
direction, away from his chamber door. “Uh, that was Genesis?”

“Batrachomyomachia!” Thomas
yelled. The sound echoed. Or perhaps in the distance it was
repeated by other manic male voices.

“I don’t remember that book o’ the Bible,” said
Constable Wiggins. “Are you sure he’s all right?” The policeman
grabbed hold of Thomas by one shoulder. “Messing about with two
women. I might think you’re crazy.”

Thomas turned his eyes to the constable’s florid
face. Quite without savagery, he leaned to bite off much of the
constable’s nose.

“Fuckin’ basta’d,” screamed Constable Wiggins as he
brought up both hands to stanch the blood. It coursed between the
fingers of his gloves, down into his beard.

“Teacher,” said Thomas. His chin shone slick with
strands of drool as he chewed some, then spoke with a full cheek.
“Would you have a pipe of Amontillado?” He chewed some more but
could not swallow, spitting out the masticated nose tip on to the
dank cobblestones. “I feel a need to rinse my mouth.” He turned
toward the steps to James’s abode.

“Ii ’ose!” When the constable moved his hands away,
tufts of his beard came free, collapsing to the ground like clumps
of filthy snow. Glimpses of pallid chin were as disturbing as the
ravaged beak in the center of the man’s face.

With a shaking hand, the constable lifted a
pistol.

“Thomas,” James called.

But Thomas seemed not to hear.

“Edgar,” shouted out James in a fit of insight.

“Yes?” The youth, who had unwrapped the handkerchief
around his hand to clean his cheeks and chin, appeared twice as old
as when he had stepped through James’s chamber door. He regarded
the unsteady aim of the constable.

“Ahh, if I may be so bold. At West Point they taught
us the proper handling of firearms. You are likely to injure one of
us tonight, but not necessarily my person.”

“Iim bwinen you to ’ail.”

Thomas glanced at James, who mouthed “jail.”

Thomas sighed. Not a sigh of resignation.
“Impossible. With Nyx smiling down on this city tonight—see, her
glowing grin hangs above us mortals—well, I am to explore every
crevice, every nook, every cache. What would you know of the beauty
of a dying woman? Baltimore knows tonight! What would you say to
days of reckoning giving way to nights of vengeance? You know
nothing.

“Teacher, come with me.”

Distant howls unraveled on the wind. Voices made mad
by the wind if they were not mad to begin with.

“Teacher, come with us.” Thomas wiped the saliva and
blood that glistened on his lips. His eyes were heavy lidded like
those of a devotee of Mesmer. “A kiss, a nip on the tongue, let me
share this new found appreciation for words, for suffering, and
even the most morbid of tastes…all in a kiss, as once we often
shared.”

James had not realized how close Thomas was. Then,
one of those dark eyes exploded as thunder from a storm held by a
fat, bleeding, molting man tore apart much of the right side of
Thomas’s face.

James shrieked at the sight, at the droplets of blood
that stained the cuffs of his robe.

The constable squeezed shut what remained of his nose
and bellowed through his jaws, his voice horribly distorted,
“Mister James. Bandages, sir. No. A balm. Like those of Gilead.
That will set me right. He was never worth Lenore.”

James shook his head and ran back into his house. He
pushed the door shut, turned the lock, stared at it. He could hear
through windows, the spaces where door met lintel, the merry mad
shouts of the others afflicted with this ravenous disorder.

Though not a young man, he struggled and pushed all
the furniture he could against the doors and bare windows. He
glimpsed figures running down the street. Dark and pale figures,
clutching their high foreheads, gnashing their mouths.

Oh, what he would give for some strong, heavy bricks
and mortar. That would keep him safe and them out. He needed to
seal himself away.

He collapsed back in his chair by the fire. Clasped
his hands together to keep them from shaking.

Atherton James was afraid to utter a word. He did not
wish to be a man of that crowd.
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…sympathies of a scarcely
intelligible nature

had always existed between them.

—Edgar Allan Poe, “The Fall of the House of
Usher”

 


 


He does not speak her name for several days

at a time. Unnamed, she cannot enter his songs,

his paintings. But her body, there is always

 


her body walking through the room, this body

with its staring breasts, its suspicious smile.

Nameless, a body can enter a room, nameless,

 


it daubs the palette, nameless it slides along

the guitar strings with his fingers. He sits
quiet

in the vaulted room, cool and dark, its walls

 


blurred in tapestries of war or harvest or some
other

boring public spectacle. Is it her—or him

that he would paint? Which taboo is worse?

 


Which awakens this quiver in him, leaves him

broken, riven, split to the core? Daylight

pains him now; the light is violation.

 


He prefers the dim air that blurs the family

portraits, the sofa, tapestries, all the images

around him that hurt him with specificity, the
names

 


that shame him, fix him here.

He longs for low rooms, dark, or smooth

white vaults without interruption or device:

 


his paintings approach abstraction, blunt desire

without a name—dim tunnels, coppered

archways. He did not speak her name for days

 


at a time. Instead he lingered over the guitar

with his only personal friend, speaking to him

with greater and greater intimacy, wild
improvisations

 


on the guitar, attempts to say all

the things that could not be said
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