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CHAPTER 1

Better Living Through Chemistry



“It’s a sex drug.”

The chemical formula in the holo sprawled across my field of vision, its twisting sequence of exotic molecules throwing out ropy segments like insect legs. It looked like something that wanted to bite me.

“What is it?” I replied. “Some kind of primitive jungle cake being attacked by a swarm of lactating spider-wasps?”

“Don’t be fatuous. We’re talking about a lot of money.”

I turned to the thing in the corner. Behind his massive desk, dominating the room we called the Bridge, he was enthroned in a specially constructed chair, one of the three in the house large enough to support the bulk of his sixth of a ton. Since it was a Friday, he was wearing his human avatar. He had also chosen to

wear clothes, this time a three-piece brown tweed suit with a subtle shimmer of green. Protruding from the sleeves were pudgy hands, rather than the usual hooves.

“They are calling it shotweed. It’s started to appear in the back rooms of all the gay establishments here in D.C. Muscle factories, wrinkle rooms, piano bars, hookah lounges. It enhances the male orgasm, and it can kill.”

“Do we have a client?”

He pursed his thick lips and allowed himself one of his rare smiles. “Ah, Finn. Always ready to cut to the chase. Would I consider committing my valuable time if there were no question of a fee?”

“You might, if it involved your vanity. I seem to recall a Belgian assassin—”

“Enough. I have had a communication from a gentleman named Christopher Scarlett, a retired army general. His young son is in trouble. He spends much of his leisure time in gay talkback rooms within a five-block radius of Dupont Circle, screens filled with hundreds of hooting dickheads vomiting conversational sewage in all directions. You know these rooms, I feel sure. Recently he disappeared.”

“What are you thinking?”

“We need to trace his movements and find him. As soon as possible.”

“That’s a lot of ground to cover. Should I call the Fenians?”

He pursed his lips again. “Confound it, stop calling them that. They bear no logical relationship to any of the movements known historically by that name.”

“I think they like the name. In fact, I know that Micah does. I can’t speak for Ian.”

“You cannot speak for anyone but yourself, you insufferable peacock.”

“I do and I am,” I replied with deliberate ambiguity. He loathes ambiguity.

I am Finn M’Coul, a godlet and a handsome devil, seven feet tall, hair the red of murderous conflagration, eyes the deep amber green of the secret forest pools of Hibernia. Am I an insufferable peacock? You be the judge.

“Does this son have a name?”

“Baines Scarlett. He is nineteen. Like many boys of his age and social class he has more time and money than he knows how to use profitably. Like many boys of his sexual persuasion he has, I wager, recently become addicted to this shotweed. I will brief you later about the drug. Find the boy.”

“Your faith in my abilities is touching.”

“He likes to go where you like to go. You will know what haystacks he likes to frequent. I do not.”

Because of my personal fondness for pretty boys, my boss believes that I have an infallible knack for understanding the minds of male homosexual humans. He may be right.

“Do we know what young Baines looks like?”

He pressed a key on his desktop and the holo changed. I saw a blindingly handsome bare-chested swimmer boy with a wifebeater tan, evil green goatskin leather pants and musketeer boots. Red-gold hair topped a finely chiseled face. Eyes the color of the sun stared right through me. A handful of freckles spattered a strong nose. His cheekbones could cut glass; his nipples could cut diamond. I tore my attention from the boy and considered what was on the wall behind him.

“I know where this was taken.”

I could see a large poster showing members of a rock band in satyr costumes, plush fungi outfits, and red astronaut jumpsuits.

“That band calls itself Hardcore Cakelust. They’re from British Columbia. They play tongue-in-cheek homages to the fantasy horror stories of H. P. Lovecraft, specifically the Cthulhu Mythos.”

“So my faith in your abilities is justified.”

“They don’t appear here in D.C., but that poster is in one of the back rooms at Leda and the Swan. It’s a bar on 16th Street. Shall I go take a look?”

“Talk to Christopher Scarlett first. He’s meeting you at a Chinese restaurant in Arlington this afternoon. The Platinum Iguana at two o’clock.”

I bit my thumb and heard the voice of the Salmon flooding my brain.


CHAPTER 2

A Man with a Twisted Hand



I got my Egret roadster from the garage and headed out, following the directions downloaded into my head. Late lunchtime traffic slowed me down leaving Capitol Hill, the nerve center of a city described by Charles Dickens as “the head-quarters of tobacco-tinctured saliva.”

Then I was across the 14th Street Bridge into Virginia. Soon enough I was on Route 1, at that point called Jefferson Davis Highway, hurtling past the hopelessly ambitious glass-and-steel science fiction skyscape of Crystal City.

The Platinum Iguana was a giant birdhouse designed by a drunkard, squatting next to a rubber parking lot behind an International House of Pancakes.

Its double doors, even taller than I am, were guarded by twin temple demon dogs with bulging eyes. I was pretty sure that they were statues, rather than real demon dogs, but it was difficult to tell because I had left my shades in the Egret and my vision was dazzled by the September sun.

Looking over my shoulder at the parking lot, I saw a man with a green beard behind the wheel of a champagne-colored MR2 Spyder. I went inside.

I was met by a pride of Asian females, sisters by the look of them, five or six, too numerous to count because they never stopped moving. The place was deserted except for one man in a booth in the back under a painting of a pheasant with real feathers glued to the parchment.

I am led to believe that former Marines still say, “I am a Marine” even after they leave the service. Likewise, former presidents of the United States like to be called President even after they leave office. One of the numerous peculiarities of human psychology.

Therefore, I respectfully said, “General Scarlett?” as I approached the old man, bald and brown as a beetle. His eyes were hard and brown behind glasses with thick frames. His forehead was creased with deep lines.

Despite the comfortable temperature he was shrouded in a charcoal gray greatcoat. He was adding to the charcoal of the atmosphere by sucking on a long brown cigarette, which he held European fashion, like a pen, in a crippled hand. Both of his palms were pink, slick and shiny, a look I had seen on burn victims.

“Mr. M’Coul?” His voice was hoarse, perhaps from years of shouting at military underlings, perhaps from the smoke.

“That’s me.” As I sat opposite him I saw one of our cards on the table, next to the empty martini glass he was using for an ashtray.

“I specifically asked to meet with Mr. Viledark. He claimed that he could not come.”

“He never leaves his house. I am his legman. By the way, I don’t mind the ‘Mr.’ but my boss never uses it. He abhors honorifics. Sir.”

He tapped the card. “Your agency has an interesting name. M’Coul and Ghoul. You come highly recommended, but I have my doubts about employing a firm with such a cartoon name.” He coughed.

“Our results speak for themselves. We find the name can be a useful litmus test for weeding out clients who lack a sense of humor.”

He slapped the table with his other hand, the one that was not twisted. “This is not a laughing matter. My son is inexpressibly dear to me.”

“He must be, if you’re willing to pay our fee.”

He narrowed his eyes. “The price I was quoted is a hefty one. Is it your normal fee, or are you looking to gouge me because of who I am?”

“We don’t know who you are. But in any event I don’t discuss the money part. I contribute other talents, such as the willingness to go outdoors.”

“I’m very glad to hear it. I need results. I want results. I’m used to getting what I want.”

“Like smoking in a non-smoking restaurant?”

He waved his cigarette, which smelled like a fine cigar. “They let me do what I want here. That’s why I come here.”

One of the near-identical Asian women materialized. She was looking at me with awe and admiration. Something I am used to.

“To drink?”

“Milk.”

When she was gone he snapped, “Enough of this sparring. Baines has been missing since Wednesday night. What can you do for me?”

“Tell me about your son.”

There was a long pause. “He’s a fine boy. A good boy. Up until this summer he had met all my expectations, except for his … personal predilections.”

“You mean that he’s gay.”

“I’m old-fashioned in my views, but what he does in his private life is his business as long as it doesn’t get in the newspapers. Or on the Internet.”

“What happened this summer?”

“He announced that he wasn’t going back to college. He actually said that it was a waste of his time.”

“Where was he in school?”

“William and Mary. An excellent school, but he didn’t appreciate it. Spent all his time in Colonial Williamsburg. A ridiculous place, full of fake colonial buildings and people prancing around in lace and tricorne hats. A real cartoon town.”

“You seem preoccupied with cartoons.”

“People have to live in the real world. It’s a harsh existence, with consequences.” He glanced at his hands.

“While we’re on the subject, what do you do in the real world?”

“I’m retired. I raise Irish setters. Do you like them?”

“Not particularly.”

“Nasty things. But they make me money. People are crazy for them. A lot of people are crazy for Irish stuff. With your name, you must know that.”

“I am done with Ireland. I left it a couple of centuries ago.”

He blinked once. “Well. Moving on. Baines was neglecting his studies, but he had gotten a job in CW—that’s what they call Colonial Williamsburg—doing some of the historical reenactment business. He had to dress up and pretend to be an apprentice to a silversmith. Paul Revere stuff.”

“Paul Revere was in Boston.”

“You know what I mean. Anyway, I thought he liked it. In his phone calls and emails, he sounded like he was having a good time. Then all of a sudden he said he wasn’t going back.”

“Did he give a reason?”

“He said he just didn’t see the point. I talked to him about the value of a degree from a good school. Talked until I was blue in the mouth. He just kept saying he didn’t see the point.”

“The classic existential crisis.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Did he say things like, ‘I can’t go on’ or ‘Hell is other people’? Things like that?”

He stared at me blankly. “He just said—”

“He didn’t see the point. All right. What about drugs?”

“He’s always been perfectly honest with me. Told me about trying all the usual stuff. Smoked some pot in high school.” He stopped himself. “Do they still call it pot?”

“Some of them do. What about more unusual drugs? Maybe something new.”

“I already told Mr.—that is, your Viledark. One time over the summer I caught him on his computer reading about something called shotweed. He wouldn’t talk about it.”

“Was he acting differently? Staying out late with no explanation? Not coming home for days at a time? Not sleeping? Sleeping too much?”

“On weekends he went drinking in Georgetown and Dupont Circle. Nothing serious. He and his best friend would go from bar to bar until closing time. They called it doing a pub crawl.”

“Who’s his friend?”

“Spaulding Boyd. All of his friends have these aristo button-down prep school first names. Browning. Carling. Channing. Fielding. Ames. Brooks. Eakins. Forbes. Hayes. Rhodes. Not a Fred or a Joe in the bunch. Comes with the territory.”

“What territory is that?”

“Money.”

My milk came silently, and I sipped it. “What’s his relationship with his best friend?”

“What do you mean? They’re best friends.”

“Are they lovers? Boyfriends?”

He made a distasteful face. “No. Why do you keep bringing up the gay thing?”

“You brought it up first. General, shotweed is a new drug that’s becoming very prevalent in the gay community. And you must know that Dupont Circle is still very much a gay area, although it’s no longer the only place to find that kind of bar.”

“I think Baines preferred Georgetown. All the beautiful young people.”

“Certainly, plenty of beautiful college boys. Beautiful boys like your son.”

“He is a very good-looking boy. Reminds me of myself at that age.”

I once heard Viledark say, “We believe in the existence of sexually attractive old men for the same reason we believe in the existence of giant squid: dead ones show up every now and then.” I decided not to share this quotation. “When you were his age night life was different. I understand from my boss that Baines liked to hang out in talkback rooms around Dupont Circle.”

“Well, he did start going to them this summer. I told your employer. I don’t understand why people go to places like that. If you want to spend hours on a computer talking to other people who are miles away, why not do it at home?”

“It’s a social thing. People go to see and to be seen. Like people who like to sit and read in coffee shops. And not everyone owns a computer, even in this day and age.”

“But Baines has his own computer.”

“As I say, it’s a social thing. Talkback sessions are put up on big screens where everyone can see them and comment on them to others who are physically present. You can laugh together at online talkers who are being idiots.”

“I don’t understand young people.”

“No one does.” I stood up and threw a bill on the table. “Where can I find Spaulding Boyd?”

“He works at the Mad Hatter. It’s a children’s bookstore in Old Town Alexandria.”

“Thank you, General. We’ll be in touch.”

When I pulled out of the rubber lot the man with the green beard started his Spyder and followed me.


CHAPTER 3

The Mad Hatter



Old Town has grown far beyond its original seventeenth-century boundaries and now sports neon signs and golden arches hawking hamburgers, but you can still find colonial architecture and a few cobblestone streets. Here and there flounder houses have escaped razing. Cut an old townhouse right down the middle with a narrow alleyway and you have two free-standing half houses, each with one blank side wall and one wall with windows, its eyes to the world all on one side like the flat fish that is its namesake.

The Mad Hatter was on the ground floor of a King Street building it shared with a wine shop and an art gallery. In a poster in the front window, Maurice Sendak’s Wild Things were roaring their terrible roars and rolling their terrible yellow eyes.

I decided that the person at the register just inside the door was Spaulding Boyd because he was one of the best-looking boys I had ever seen. I am, after all, a detective.

Tall, well-built, wine-dark pullover sweater that outlined his shoulders and chest in an alluring manner, snug slacks. Dark hair cut very short, fine dark eyes, nose like that of a Greek statue, nice mouth. He was trying to get an enormous, shrink-wrapped game into a plastic bag that was being uncooperative. A future soccer mom waited impatiently with a piglet in a stroller.

When the customers left I went up to the beauty. His name tag read SPAULDING.

“Baines Scarlett.”

The fine dark eyes flickered. “Um, pardon me?”

“Do you know Baines Scarlett?”

“Well, yeah, I do.”

“I need to find him.”

The eyes ran me up and down. “Is he in trouble?”

“He might be. When was the last time you saw him?”

Suspicion and alarm spread over his perfect face. “Who are you?”

“Can you take a break?”

After a couple of seconds of indecision, he touched a control on his headset and said, “Back-up to cash wrap. Back-up to cash wrap.” A college-age girl came, they exchanged a few words and he led me to the café in the back of the store.

He did not want coffee. He grabbed the first empty table, sat and blurted out, “You aren’t a cop, are you? I can tell. What’s going on?”

“His father is very worried about him. This is what might be called an unofficial investigation. He’s been missing for two days.”

“Oh, god.” Bleak despair. “I talked to him Wednesday night.”

“Did you see him?”

“No, I was working. Here. He called me.”

“Did he sound okay?”

“Yeah. Sure. He was at Leda.”

“Leda and the Swan?”

“Yeah. It’s in town, near Dupont. He goes there a lot.”

“Do you go with him?”

“Hell, no, I’m not—no, I don’t.”

“You mean you’re not gay.”

“Nope.”

“What does Baines do when he goes there? It’s okay. I’m working for your friend’s dad, not the cops.”

He bit his lip, and I wanted to kiss him. Or give him a hug. Or something. Fear made him look adorable.

“I’m—I’m not sure I should talk to you.”

Frontal assault is sometimes useful. “Do you use shotweed?”

His answer was distracted, his mind racing somewhere else. “No, it wouldn’t work on me.”

“What about Baines?”

His eyes had gone out of focus. “Oh, god.”

I reached out and gripped his forearm through the expensive fabric of his sweater. Cashmere over muscle and bone. He was trembling. “Spaulding.”

“I can’t talk any more. I have to get back to work.” He refused to look at me.

“All right. My number’s on this card. Call me later. If I don’t hear from you I’m going to come back to see you again.”

“I’m online. You can text me.”

As I left the store I saw someone peering at me from behind a cardboard dump full of teenage vampire novels. His green beard was large enough for seven or eight birds to nest in.


CHAPTER 4

Waxpool



I checked my watch, a Skagen with an indigo dial and a black titanium band. Four o’clock. Viledark would be going into the cat rooms. I decided to clear my head by seeing Thalia.

Her husky voice, as comforting as a slug of Drambuie, burred out of my phone as I steered one-handed through the heavy traffic. “Let’s do the graveyard. Fifteen minutes.”

Our favorite meeting place was outside a historic church a few blocks from the Potomac, where occasional sightings of a mysterious dark shape flying out of the bell tower in the early years of the last century had caused talk about a Devil Bat. People had tried to photograph it, but it never showed up on the film.

I sat on my usual stone bench and read, for the hundredth time, the inscription on a time-eaten headstone. “God touched her with His finger and she died.” The light here was thin and cool. Dandelion wine. I heard her before I saw her.

“The sunlight on the garden

Hardens and grows cold,

We cannot cage the minute

Within its nets of gold;

When all is told

We cannot beg for pardon.”

It was the hoarse contralto voice I had known for the past several months. Thalia Poe, impossibly tall and impossibly thin and moving sleekly like a big cat, had no neck. Springing directly out of the shoulders of her peach jacket was a narrow face framed by a sleek pageboy haircut and razor-straight bangs. She was all helmet of hair and huge horn-rims.

“Louis MacNeice,” I guessed. She nodded. “I thought so. Thanks for being available. Anything interesting come your way?”

She sat beside me. “A boat just turned over in the river with a wedding party on it. Everyone drowned, including the bride and groom. Poor man. Never got her into bed.”

“Sick people hear everything.”

“That sounds murky.”

“James Thurber included it in a list of strange sweeping generalizations he had heard that caught his fancy. I was just thinking that you hear everything.”

“It comes in handy in my line of work.”

Thalia runs a website, the Pink Crocodile, that has been variously described as a blog, an emag, an online newspaper and a gossipmongering scumbucket. It allows her to report on what she finds intriguing, to trash whom she finds humorously entertaining and to stand up for things she finds important, like gay rights. Somewhere along the way she has also developed inside sources in the police departments of all the metropolitan jurisdictions.

“How is the Crocodile?”

“I’m getting my bills paid. Ads are up. So’s the crime rate. Three murders this week here in Alexandria.”

“Anything interesting?”

“One was run of the mill, a member of the school board shot by a disgruntled girlfriend. The second one was a drug dealer taken out by a nail bomb.”

“Is that what I think it is?”

“Depends on what you think it is. Fragments laced with nails, glass, ball bearings, rat poison to keep the blood from coagulating. Perfected by Palestinian terrorists but used by lots of people.”

“Where was that one?”

“Down in one of those industrial office parks off Eisenhower Avenue. About three blocks from the third murder, which is the really interesting one. A Glasgow smile.”

“Tell, tell.”

“It’s the practice of cutting a victim’s face from the edges of the mouth to the ears to make what looks like a smile. Then you stab or kick him, so when he screams the face gets ripped apart. It started in Glasgow, Scotland. They did it in Chelsea, too, so sometimes they call it a Chelsea grin.”

“But why?”

“In Britain it was done by gangs, to leave a message for rival gang members.”

“That paints a pretty picture. Any connection to the nail bomb, other than proximity?”

We were interrupted by someone whistling the drum solo from an Iron Butterfly song. I looked across the turbaned tombstones and saw a man standing over by a stone crypt candelabraed with dead vines.

Short and skinny, dressed all in gray, liver-colored spectacles. Greasy black hair and oily skin the hue of strong tea. Red pear-shaped lumps on his cheekbones. Acne on the throat, where you don’t usually see acne. He looked as slick as overbuttered toast.

The whistling dribbled away. “I know you,” he called to me in an adenoidal voice. “You’re the White Stranger.”

Thalia murmured, “Is that one of the names you answer to? You have so many names.”

“Where did he come from?” I muttered, maybe to her, maybe to myself. Certainly not to this fine specimen, who was too far away to hear.

He started oozing our way, both hands in his pockets. He had the air of a drunk trying to walk steadily and just barely succeeding. Finally, he stopped, close enough that he could have sprayed us if he had vomited. He was cloaked in the smell of blasted clay and freshly shattered flint and the sulfur of struck matches. I thought that I might vomit myself.

“Can we help you?” Thalia was dangerously polite.

“My name is Waxpool. I have a word of advice for your Hibernian friend.”

“We shiver in anticipation.”

He turned his dirty lenses to me. “Stay away from General Scarlett. Far away.”

Slowly I took out my cigar case and selected a Charlemagne. I fired it up and puffed with practiced serenity, holding it in my left hand. “Do you have a dog in this fight?”

His ghost of a smile showed yellow teeth. “We do.”

“I’m afraid I can’t stay away from the General. He’s giving me money.”

“How much?”

“Probably more than you can imagine.”

“I can imagine quite a lot.”

“In any event, I only take orders from my boss.”

“What a pity.” He took his left hand from its pocket and brandished a black object about the size of my cigar. It looked like a Mont Blanc pen that had been melted down in a blast furnace.

I sprang to my feet. My right hand went to his wrist and my left hand jabbed the Charlemagne into his face. A squeal of pain and indignation squirted out of him as he fell back. I waltzed him backwards and threw him down on the grass.

He dropped the pen thing and I kicked it out of his reach. Then I leaned over, snatched off the spectacles, grasped his head firmly in both hands and looked into his algae-encrusted eyes. Their green murk contained a red spark of defiance.

“Who are you working for? Who’s the ‘we’ you mentioned? Talk to me.”

He struggled, trying to break my grip and reach the pen. “No! I won’t! No! I won’t! No! I won’t!”

His tone of conviction and the repetition of three times made my decision easy. “You think you’re such a scary dangerous Devil Bat, don’t you? Here’s what I do to bad bat boys.”

I tore his head off and lobbed it across the churchyard, where it hit a crazily leaning cross and bounced out of sight. I looked down and saw that I had gotten a gout of blood on my sweater, one of my favorites. I have a lot of green sweaters, but still … The day was losing its enchantment.

Thalia was looking at me calmly. She had seen me do worse things. “Was he human?”

“Yes. I can tell by the smell of the blood.” I kicked the body and turned my back on it. “You’d better move along before somebody comes. They can’t contain me, but they could arrest you.”

“All right. In a minute. You want to leave that device with me? I know someone who might know what it is.”

“If I knew what it was called I could ask the Salmon.”

“If ifs were skiffs we’d all be sailors.”

I smiled and said, “What did you mean, I have so many names?”

She opened her shoulder bag and took out a notebook. “I’ve been meaning to share this with you. You call yourself Finn M’Coul.” She spelled it. “But you turn up in some databases as Finn MacCool.” She spelled that.

“Some people can’t spell.”

“Also, as Finn McCool.” She spelled that.

“A common variant.”

“And as Finn MacCumal.”

“That’s me.”

“And as Fionn MacCumhaill.” She spelled that.

“That’s me, too.”

“And as Fionn Mac Cumhail.” She spelled that, putting in the space.

“That’s me, too.”

“And as Fingal.”

“Lacks the elegance of the others, doesn’t it? That’s the one that means White Stranger.”

“Any connection, linguistic or otherwise, to all those movements called the Fenians, appearing in different countries and different time periods over the past couple of centuries?”

“I can’t be held responsible for what others do.”

She took a long look at Waxpool’s headless corpse. “Just for what you do.”

“I do what I do.”

The banshee cry of a police siren rose from a block away.

“We cannot beg for pardon,” I said.


CHAPTER 5

“The Black Dog Had Aholt My Neck”



I was in the dining room on the ground floor when Viledark came down in the elevator from the cat rooms. Six o’clock. I could have set my Skagen by him.

He had one of the kittens with him. Smogley was perched on his right shoulder, her claws digging into the thick hard hide there. He had, as was his wont, removed his clothes when he changed back to his natural form for dinner.

I looked at him as he lowered his bulk into the custom-made chair at the head of the table. After all these years I never got tired of looking at him.

I also never got tired of looking at the cats. Smogley’s green-gold eyes were blazing out of the dark chocolate mask of her face, in dramatic contrast to the lighter cocoa of her small wiry body. Even after he settled himself, her dark paws continued to grip his shoulder and her dark tail lashed his naked back. She looked hungry.

“I trust your afternoon was profitable?”

“I made a beginning.”

“Satisfactory. You will report after dinner.”

Business was never discussed at the table, even if an army was about to beat down the front door.

Negawsklov, whose rail-thin body was not the best advertisement for the appeal of his cooking, came bustling in with a large tray. He gave me my sandwich and set a steaming bowl of something thick and brown in front of Viledark.

“Actor,” he piped to our boss. “Last week his opening night in King Lear at Arena Stage got a rave review in the Post. He will not be performing tonight.” He bustled out again.

Viledark lowered his snout to inhale the aroma. Then, in a balancing act not to be seen outside of the Cirque du Soleil, he picked up the bowl in his hooves and tipped the contents into his maw.

I enjoyed my sandwich and wondered if dessert was going to be Apple Gasp. Smogley looked down and was not fed.

Later, up on the Bridge, I stared out the wall of glass at the back yard, where the floodlights were painting the monkey-puzzle tree pale green and playing a most contagious game with our statue of a dragon being strangled by a centaur. After that afternoon I wanted to make sure no one was watching the house.

Viledark came in, catless, and sat at the desk. “Before you go to this Leda and the Swan tonight, I want you to hear a few transmissions I’ve come across.” He touched a hoof to the desktop.

I heard a twangy hillbilly voice that made me think of Kentucky and Tennessee. “It was one of those bad days when the Black Dog had aholt my neck. No other way I woulda smoked it. I never played with anything like that before. And lemme tell you—that rush was something else. I think I’d chop my own momma up to git it agin.”

Click.

“It’s something new. I think it’s still a secret.” A quiet voice, young and vibrant. “They won’t sell you enough to take home with you. You have to go to them and get the treatment. You can’t do it by yourself. That’s why you can’t get it online.”

Click.

“It’s wild!” A deep masculine voice, half laughing. “I can’t describe it! I love it! Can’t wait to do it again! I didn’t think I was ever going to stop laughing!”

Click.

“I still don’t believe it. There’s nothing like it in the literature.” A dry professorial tone. “Your average male orgasm is, what, just a few seconds? This is a full minute, and easily ten times the intensity of anything I’ve ever felt before.”

Click.

“I’ve tried heroin.” A rich coffee-colored voice that hailed from the Caribbean islands. “This is much better. I think it must come straight from God.”

Click.

“Freaks me out, to be honest.” A very young voice. “At first, when they told me what I had to do, I said No way. Never would let anybody do something like that to me. Not in front of other people. Not even another dude, and I’m gay. But now that I’ve done it, I’m like, when can I do it again?” A nervous little giggle.

Viledark leaned back and fixed his piggy eyes on me. “Now give me your report and then hie yourself to this wretched hive.”


CHAPTER 6

Sweet-eyed Blindness



I stopped on the sidewalk and glanced in the window of A Streetcar Named Desire. A dull, dark and soundless shop, it was choked with used books published by gay writers, containing gay subject matter, or both. Plenty of Tennessee Williams, of course. Walt Whitman, Armistead Maupin, Jean Genet, Mary Renault, Willa Cather, Truman Capote, Terrence McNally, and on and on. More than even I had time for.

Time. Time to go upstairs to Leda. An unmarked door beside the storefront took me directly onto a narrow set of stairs, shadowy and smoky. A hand-lettered cardboard sign on the wall showed me an arrow pointing up and the legend “This Way to Disaster.” As I climbed I thought that I might as well be approaching a speakeasy in the Roaring Twenties.

I emerged into the big front room that ran the entire length of the building, a piano bar crammed with hard young bodies come to mingle and belt out Broadway show tunes. Right now, they were attempting something by Stephen Sondheim. They were also drinking with desperate speed, as if they had just heard that the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse had been seen in the next block.

I didn’t see any funny drugs. That was what the back rooms were for. One of the things.

There was, however, plenty of tobacco. The owner had a special smoking permit, paid for in blood, sweat, tears, and semen. Every man jack had a drink in one hand and a cigarette in the other, and the blue haze and the body heat made the place a musical steam bath. I think the last time the windows had been open was during the Nixon administration.

“Finn, my dear! You haven’t been in for months! Where have you been keeping yourself?”

Sasha Shame, an imaginative drag queen I knew from my theatrical period, appeared in a little black dress and full Kabuki makeup, balancing on platform shoes with clear Lucite heels. I could see mutant goldfish inside. Bold and saucy whiskers had been drawn on the perfect alabaster of her face, and she was wearing cat ears and a tail. A typical Friday night.

“Life is busy, life is good.”

“Finn, I am suffused with joy to see you. Come have a drink.”

“It may just be me, but I think it’s even noisier here than usual. What’s up in the back?”

“You can try the Talkback Room. They’re not singing in there, just yelling at the screens.”

I looked down on the yowling masses, none of whom came up any higher than my shoulders. They all had beautiful bodies and ugly faces, more proof that Hell was full, and the dead were walking the Earth. I pushed through them, a giraffe wading through hyenas, and many put their hands on me as I passed. Maybe there is something to this pheromones business.

On the other side of the baby grand, I got through the door of the TR and closed it behind me. The overhead lights were dimmed but the crowd was drowning in the milky flare of the giant screens on all four walls, where words as big as my thumb were materializing as they were typed, and the lines of text kept jerking upward in spurts.

A major studio had announced its new project, a live action movie based on a popular graphic novel about a crime-fighting hero, and the talkbackers were arguing about who should play the lead. As Viledark had said, conversational sewage. The hooting dickholes were clogging the maze of tables, joggling each other to get to the built-in keyboards. I made my way to the bar.

My favorite barkeep, a skeletal young man named Maggot who always looked to be in the final stages of some horrible consumptive disease, was wiping the same spot over and over and chanting to himself. Emblazoned on the wall behind him was the William Butler Yeats poem that had given names to the establishment and many of its specialty drinks. Nothing like a chilling and bizarre act of divine rape for inspiration.

“I’ll have a Beak,” I said.

Suddenly at my elbow: The long lanky body of a bar friend, Gray, his goofy frog face split by an incandescent grin that seemed to wrap around his entire head. Snapping black eyes, shaggy dark hair, widow’s peak above a broad forehead bisected by a throbbing vein. A definitely cute boy, despite all of that.

He gave me the look of sweet-eyed blindness he always wore when he had a few drinks inside him, but I knew that he was seeing me by the way his pupils shrank in reaction to the light of my personal sun.

“An Indifferent Beak, hunh? I forget what’s in that one.” His airy tenor voice thrilled me and made my insides twist. He was nineteen.

“Milk. And something extra.”

Maggot put down my glass and gave Gray a sunset-colored drink I recognized as a Feathered Glory. (“How can those terrified vague fingers push the feathered glory from her loosening thighs?”)

I wasn’t ready to start canvassing the mood-altered morons around us, but I knew Gray from way back. I took out my craneskin notebook, powered it up and showed him Baines’s picture. “Ever seen him?”

His response almost caught in that wide mouth of his. “Oh, that one,” he breathed, so softly that I barely heard him in the hubbub. “Every time I see him I practically come in my pants. He won’t give me the time of day, though. He only talks to guys who are perfect. Like him.”

“If he was ever perfect, he isn’t any more. He may be dead. Where would I look for him?”

“He likes the other room. You have to pay to go in there now. Even if you just want to watch.”

A blond beauty with a strong nose came up and put his tray down on the bar. “I need a Girl, a Rush, a Shudder and an Agamemnon.” He appeared to be checking a voice in his head and added, “And a Web.” (“A sudden blow: the great wings beating still above the staggering girl, her thighs caressed by the dark webs.”)

I pondered and we watched as Maggot’s hands moved like clockwork, reaching and measuring and mixing. He put a Shudder in the Loins and an Agamemnon Dead on the tray.

(“A shudder in the loins engenders there the broken wall, the burning roof and tower and Agamemnon dead.”)

“How much to go into the other room?” I asked no one in particular.

Maggot told me, “Twenty bucks to watch. A hundred to smoke.”

Within a minute the soldiers on the tray were joined by a Staggering Girl, a Dark Web and a White Rush, and the waiter moved away. I looked at Gray again.

‘What will I find in the other room? Rocking-horse people eating marshmallow pies?”

He got the reference, although the song had been written before his grandfather was born. “Climb in the back, with your head in the clouds, and you’re gone. Are you going to get shot?”

Shotweed. Bingo.

“Right now, I don’t need anything stronger than the Beaks. They go down smooth, but after about six of them you feel like you’ve been pecked to death. Be seeing you.” I sensed that he might want to come with me, but I
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