Sone Strange Desire

a short story by lan MDonal d

19 Novenber, 10:30 P.M

The hru-tesh is a beautiful piece of craftsmanship. Mther says he can
remenber

Grandnmot her taking him while still very small, to watch Josias Cunni ngham
@Qunsm th by Appointnment, of Fleet Street at work on it. In that small shop
in

those small hours when the city slept, Josias Cunni ngham worked away whil e

t he

spires and dormes of Wen's dream of London rose fromthe ashes of the G eat
Fire, chasing and filing and boring and inlaying. It was a work of |ove,
suppose. A masterpi ece he could never disclose to another living soul, for it
was the work of denmons. On the bone-handl ed stock is a filigreed silver plate
on

a pivot-pin. Underneath, an inscription: Diabolus ne Fecit. The Devil Made
Me.

He was ul -goi of course, Josias Cunni ngham Gunsmth by Appointrment, of Fleet
Street.

After three hundred years, the firing nmechanismis still strong and precise.
I't

gives a definite, elegant click as | draw back the bolt and lock it.

Lights are burning in the apartment across the street. The white BMNsits
rain-spattered under its private cone of yellow |light. Have you ever known
anyone who drives a white BMNWto do anything or be anyone of any significance?
I

cannot say that | have, either. | blowon ny fingers. | cannot |let them
becone
chilled. | cannot let their grip on the hru-tesh slacken and weaken. Hurry up

and go about your business, goi, so | can go about mine and get back into the
dry and the warm Cold rain finds ne in my bolt-hole on the roof, penetrates

ny

quilted jacket |ike needles. None so cold as the needle | have waiting for
you,

goi. | touch the thernmos flask beside me, for luck, for reassurance, for the

bl essi ng of the hahndahvi .

Cone on, goi, when are you going to finish what you are doing and go out to
collect the day's takings fromyour boys? Voices are raised in the lighted
apartment across the yellow |it cobbled street. Mal e voices. | cannot make
out

the words, only the voices.

Even on ny rooftop across the street, the blow is al nost pal pable. And then

t he

weepi ng. A door slans. | uncap the thernos, shake a tiny sliver of ice into

t he

breech of the hru-tesh. The street door opens. He is dressed in expensive

| eat her sports gear. In the dark | cannot read the | abels. He turns to swear
one

last tinme at the youth at the top of the stairs. | let a drop of saliva fal
frommy tongue onto the needle of ice resting in the chanber. Slide the
breech

shut. Move fromny cover. Take aim doubl e-handed, over the fire-escape rail.
Coptic crosses and peace nedal lions catch the yellow street |ight as he bends
to

unl ock the car door. The silver filigree-work of the hru-tesh crafted by the



t hr ee- hundr ed- year - dead hand of Josi as Cunni ngham Gunsnith by Appoi nt ment,
glitters in that same light. | squeeze the trigger

There is only the faintest tok

He starts, stands up, clasps hand to neck. Puzzlenent on his nmeatlike face.
Puzzl enment under that so-cool baseball cap at that ideologically correct
angl e.

And it hits him He keels straight over against the car. H's head rests at a
qui zzi cal angle on the rain-wet metal. Conplete nmotor paralysis.

I am al ready hal fway down the fire escape. Flat shoes. No heels. | have it
al |

pl anned. As | had thought, bundling himinto the passenger seat is the

har dest

part of the operation. | think | may have broken a finger westing the keys
from

him It will be academ c, soon enough. As | drive up through Bethnal G een
and

Hackney to Epping Forest | pass at |east twenty other white BMAM. | sanple
hi s

CD sel ection, then scan across the AM wavebands until | find sone anonynous
Benel ux station playing hits fromthe forties. Childhood tunes stay with you
al |

your life. | chat to himas we drive along. It is a rather one-sided
conversation. But | do not think he would have been nuch of a
conversationali st

anyway. It is really com ng down, the wi pers are on high speed by the tinme we
arrive at the car park. | shall get very wet. Another crime against you, goi
It is wonderful how much can be expressed by eyes al one. Anger

i nconpr ehensi on,

hel pl essness. And, as | pull the syringe out of ny belt-pouch, terror. | tap
t he

cylinder a couple of tines. |I can tell fromhis eyes he has never seen so
nmuch

in one needl e before. He may consider hinself honored. W have our own

di screet

sources, but we, like you, pay a price. | squat over him He will take the
i mage

of who | aminto the dark with him Such is ny intention

"Hear these words: you do not touch us, you do not harass us, you do not try
to

recruit us or bully us into your stable. W are tesh, we are ol der and nore
power ful than you could possibly imgi ne. W have been surviving for
centuries.

Centuries."

He cannot even flinch fromthe needle.

| find a sheltered spot ampbng the bushes and crushed flat |ager cans, away
from

t he steamed-up hatchbacks, and go into tletchen. |I strip. | dress in the
deni ns

and shell-suit top | brought in my backpack. | stuff the rainsoaked cl othes
in

around the hru-tesh. | go to the cardphone half a nile down the road and cal
a

mnicab to pick me up at the pub nearby and take me back to Shantal |l ow Mews.
g??ver is pleased at the generosity of the tip. It is easy to be generous
rLLhnnney of people who have no further use for it.

The hru-tesh goes back to its place under the hall floor-boards. Rest there
;oiong time, beautiful device. The unused needles go into the kitchen sink to



nelt and run and | ose thenselves in the sewers of London town. The soaked
clothes go into the nachine, the jacket will need dry cleaning. | nake tea
for

my sister, bring it to himon the Harrods tray with the shelduck on it.

The only light in the roomis fromthe portable television at the foot of the
bed. The rempte control has slipped fromhis hand. H's fingers rest near the
"mute" button. Late-night/early nmorning horror. Vanpires, werewolves,

Fr eddi es.

Alittle saliva has | eaked fromhis lips onto the pillow. So peaceful. On the
pal e bl ue screen, blood is drunk, |inmbs di smenbered, bodies chai n-sawn apart.
I

want that peace to last a little | onger before | wake him By the light of

t he

screen | nove around the roomsetting the watches and wards, the little
shrines

and votaries to the Five Lords of the tesh that keep spiritual watch around

ny

sister. Pere Teakbois the Bal ancer, Tul ashwayo Who Di scrimnates, File'

Legbe’

Prince of the Changi ng Ways, Jean Tonmbibie' with his bul ging eyes and hands
crossed over replete belly, Saint Semllia of the Mercies: the five hahndahvi .
I

trimw cks, tap ash fromlong curls of burned incense, pour small |ibations
of

beer and urine. | may not believe that hahndahvi are the literal enbodinents
of

the character of the Universe, | have lived | ong enough anong the goi to know

the Universe is characterless, faceless. But | do believe power resides in
symbol and ritual

He is awake. The brightness in his eyes is only the reflection of the

tel evi sion

screen. Awake now, he seens a thing of horror hinself. Shrunken, shriveled,
transparent skin drawn taut over bird bones, fingers quivering spastically as
they grip the edge of the duvet. Trapped in that final tletchen, too weak to
conplete the transformation. His breasts are slack and withered |Iike the dugs
of

ol d bitches.

"I"ve made tea, but it's probably cold now " | pour a cup, mlk and sugar it,
hold it steady as he lifts it to his lips. The tea is cold, but he seens gl ad
of

it.

"You were out.'

H s voice is a grotesque whisper

"Busi ness." He understands. Qur clients, both ul-goi and goi, are never

busi ness.

"That pi np?"

"He won't trouble you again. | can promse that."

"This isn't forty years ago. They've got computers, genetic fingerprinting."
"The people in the car park, if any of themeven noticed, will tell themit
was

a wonan got out of the car. The taxi driver will swear he drove a nman."
"Still... "

| take his hand in mne, nodul ate nmy pheronone patterns to convey calm
assurance, necessity. It was nmore than just a pinp harassing us to join his
stable, nmore than himbreaking into this apartnent, terrorizing ny sick

si ster,

overturning the furniture, desecrating the shrines of the hahndahvi. It was
security, tesh security, which is nmore powerful and paranoid than any go
conception of the word, for it has its roots in ten thousand years of
secrecy.

| offer hima Penguin biscuit. He shakes his head. Too weak. Too tired.



pul |

the stand fromits position behind the headboard cl ose by the side of the
mattress. Fromthe fridge in the kitchen | take the next-to-last bag of

bl ood.

As | run a line in, he says, "There was a call for you. | couldn't get to it.
Sorry. It's on the answering nachine."
I amback in the kitchen, filling a basin with water. | test the tenperature

with nmy el bow.

"Vinyl Lionel?"

| fetch the natural sponge | bought fromthe al nost-all-night cheni st around
t he

corner, whip the water to froth with Johnson's baby-bat h.

"A new one," ny sister Cassiopia says.

| pull back the duvet. The smell of the sickroom the terrible snmell of

prol onged, engrained sickness, is overpowering. As the blood, my blood that I
punped out of myself into plastic bags yesterday, runs into him drip by drip,
I

wash ny sister's body. Gently. Lovingly. Wth the soft natural sponge and the
gent| e baby-bath; neck and arms and saggi ng, flat breasts, the small triangle
of

pubic hair and the tiny, winkled penis and testicles, snaller even than a
child' s, and the shriveled |abia.

15-16 Novenber

Only four days. It seens |like a small forever, since the afternoon Cassiopia
cane back fromthe pitch at Somerville Road with twenty pounds in his pocket.
"He insisted on paying. One of the |lace-G string-and-stocking brigade. Took
ne

back to his place. Wiy do they al ways have posters of racing cyclists on
their

wal | s?"

Though we do not do it for noney, genetic material is the price we ask for
our

services, cash in hand is never refused. | had taken the twenty down to the
off-license for a bottle of Californian Chardonnay and a sweet-and-sour pork
whi | e Cassiopia changed for the evening client, an ul-goi who liked to tie
our

wists to the ceiling hooks while he slipped rubber bands around our breasts,
nore and nore and nore of them tighter and tighter and tighter. Thank CGod
once

every six weeks seened to satisfy him Vinyl Lionel had Wrd he was Sonet hi ng
in

the Foreign Ofice. Watever, he had taste in tailoring. W nade sure he paid
for his game with the rubber bands.

When | returned Cassiopia had tletched. He is very beautiful as a wonan. Wen
he

tletches, it is like a flower blossoning. Yet there was a subtle change in

t he

at nosphere, sonmething in his personal aroma that snelled not right.

"It hurts,"” he said. "Here. Here. Here. And here..." He touched breasts,

| oi ns,

neck and on the final here, pressed fingers into belly in the way that says
deep

wi t hin, everywhere.

O course, you never think it can be you. Your |over. Your partner. Your
sibling. | gave himtwo paracetanol and a cup of corner-store Chardonnay to
wash



t hem down wit h.

He scratched all night. | could not sleep for his scratching, scratching,
scratching. In the shower he was covered in yellow crusted spots. The sting
of

hot water nade himw nce. Even then | pretended not to know. | convinced
nysel f

he had pi cked up sone venereal bug fromone of the goi. Despite the fact that
our immune systens nmake us al most invul nerable to goi infections. Such was ny
sel f-deception, | even bought some under-the-counter antibiotics fromthe

Al nmost - Al | - Ni ght Phar macy.

You can imgine the snmell of sickness. It is not hard, even for your linited
senses. |nmagine, then, a whole street, a whole town, terminally sick, dying
at

once. That is what | snelled when | canme hone after an afternoon with a

first-timer who had passed furtive notes: what are you into, I'minto, | got
a
pl ace... under the partitions of the cubicles in the gents' toilets.

I found himlying on the carpet, hands opening and cl osing spastically into
tight, futile fists. He had failed halfway in tletchen, caught between I|ike
somet hing half-nmelted and twisted by flanme. | cleaned thin, sour, vonmted-up
coffee and slimer's soup fromhis clothes. Over and over and over and over
and

over and over, he whispered, Oh my God oh ny God oh ny God oh ny God. | got
hi m

into bed and a fistful of Valiumdown him then sat by his side in the room
t hat

was filling with the perfume of poisoned earth, |ooking at everything and
seei ng

only the shadow nmy thoughts cast as they circled beneath ny skull

W have a word for it in our |anguage. Jhash. There is no direct translation

into your | anguages. But you knowit. You know it very well. It haunts your
pubs

and cl ubs and Saturday ni ght scores. It is the unspoken sermon behind every
m nt- scented condom nachine on the toilet wall. Like ours, yours is alittle

word too. When | was small and ran in gray flannel shorts wild and heedl ess
over

t he bonb-sites of Hackney Marshes, ny grandnother, who was keeper of the
nmysteries, taught ne that jhash was the price Pere Teakbois the Bal ancer wth
his plunb-bob in his hand demanded of the tesh in return for their talents. |
think that was the point at which my long, slow slide fromfaith began
Grandnmot her had been a gifted spinner of tales and his graphic descriptions
of

the terrible, enduring agony of jhash left nme nightmarish and seriously
doubti ng

t he goodness of a god who woul d deliberately bal ance the good gifts he had

gi ven

us with such dreadful ness.

The bonb-sites have given way to the tower-blocks of the post-war dream and
those in turn to the dereliction and disillusionment of nonetarist dogma and
I

no | onger need faith for now | have biology. It is not the will of Pere
Teakboi s, Pere Teakbois hinmself is no nore than the product of ten thousand
years of institutionalized paranoia: jhash is a catastrophic failure of the
endocrinal, hornonal and i nmune systens brought on by the biol ogi cal mayhem
of

tl etchen.

It can take you down into the dark in a single night. It can endure for
weeks.

None are inmune.

Let me tell you the true test of caring. We may be different species, you and



I )

but we both understand the cold panic that overcomes us when we first realize
that we are going to die. W understand that there is an end, an absolute
end,

when this selfness will stop and never be again. And it terrifies us.
Horrifies

us. Paralyzes us, in the warnmth of our beds, in the dark of the night with
our

| oved ones beside us. The end. No appeal, no repeal, no exceptions.

You are goi and I amtesh and both love and life are different things between
us

but this we both understand, that when we contenplate the death of the one we
love and it strikes that same paral yzing, cold panic into us as if it were we
ourselves, that is caring. That is love. Isn't it?

20 Novenber, 9:15 P.M

Vinyl Lionel's Law. Everyone is either soneone's pinp or someone's
prostitute.

By that definition, Vinyl Lionel is our pinp, though he would be quite
scandal i zed to think that the word could be applied to hinself.

Vi nyl Lionel subscribes to the roller-and-tray school of cosnetics and wears
a

studded | eather collar. Studs, in one formor another, characterize Vinyl

Li onel ' s personal style. Studded wristbands, studded peak to his black

| eat her

SS cap, studded notorbi ke boots pulled up over his zip-up PVC one-piece with
studded t hi ghs and shoul ders.

| remenber PVC fromthe Swinging Sixties. You sweated |like shit in those
boot s

and raincoats. Vinyl Lionel maintains they are trying to renmx the Sixties
for

the Nineties. Vinyl Lionel should know about the Sixties. He has an ol d-age
pensioner's free bus pass, but he won't show it to anyone. If the N neties
are

anything like the Sixties, it will be that whatever is happening is always
happeni ng somewhere el se. My nenory of the Swinging Sixties is that they may
have been swinging in the next street or the party next door, but never

SWi ngi ng

in your street, at your party.

Strangefella's is the kind of place where advertising copywiters and the
editors of those instantly disposable street culture magazines like to

convi nce

peopl e they party all night when in fact they are at home, in bed, exhausted
by

t heir workl oads, every night by ten-thirty. If the Nineties are swinging, it
is

somewhere el se than Strangefella's. Vinyl Lionel has a customary pitch as far
as

the architecture will pernmit fromthe AV show and the white boys with the
deeply

serious haircuts doing things to record decks. He is always pl eased to see
ne.

The pleasure is nmutual. When he has a couple of gin slings down himhe can be
a

delightfully effervescent conversationalist.

"Darling heart, you're |ooking especially radiant tonight!" He kisses me, on
t he

cheek, not the nouth-to-mouth soul kiss of tesh neeting. He calls for



cocktails.

"Your nother is well, dismal suburbia notw thstandi ng?"

| reply that business is boom ng, and tell himabout the pinp.

"I heard about that on News at Ten. That was you? A gangland killing, they
sai d,

made to | ook |ike an overdose." He takes a Turkish fromhis silver cigarette
case, taps it once, twice, three tinmes. "That was bit of a bloody ri sk,
wasn' t

it, dear heart?"

"He'd broken in. Credit himwth some intelligence, he could have worked out
somet hi ng was goi ng on."

"Still, Oion darling, you could have left himto us. It's our job to | ook
after

you, and yours to provide us with what we want. You peopl e have a vicious
streak

amle wide. One of your |less endearing traits. Snoke?" | take the proffered
cher oot .

"So, this newclient."

Vi nyl Lionel exam nes his chrone-polished nails. "Well, there's not a lot to
say

about him N ce enough boy. You wouldn't think to ook at him but then you
never do, do you? Fat WIly recruited him you know, the usual way." He
noi st ens

a finger in his Singapore sling, draws a yin-yang synbol on the marble table

t op.

"How nmuch does he know?"

"The bare minimum He'll talk the leg off you, dear heart. One of those
confessional types. Well, fiddl e-dee-dee, if that isn't himnow. .." Vinyl
Li onel

waves flamboyantly, trying to attract the attention of the |ost boy by the
door,

fidgeting and conspicuous in a chain-store gent's-ready-made suit. "Ch God, |
told himdon't dress up, Strangefella's isn't that kind of place, and what
does

he do? Well, don't blame me if the gorillas bounce him"

"Nerves, Lionel," | say. "You were as bad the first tinme."

"Bitch," says Vinyl Lionel. He resents any overt remi nder of his fall from
yout h

and beauty while we remai n changel ess, agel ess, ever-young. He beckons the
young

man between the tables and the snokes and the back-beat and the bass. "I1'l|
bet

you fifty he drives a Ford."

One bet | won't be taking, Lionel. A Ford Sierra, netallic gray,
F-registration,

the odd rust spot. Sonmething to do with netallic finishes, | always think
Garfield crucified upside-down on the back wi ndow. Open the gl ove conpart ment
and cassettes fall out. Hone bootlegs, all of them apart fromthe mandatory
copy of Gracel and. Nothing nore recent than three years ago.

He is nervous. | can snell it over his Heathrow Duty-Free after-shave
Nerves,

and something | cannot quite place, but seens famliar. | do not ruch |ike
bei ng

driven by soneone who is so nervous. Gily lit buses swi ng past headed down
across the river South London way; girls in snogmasks, denim cut-offs over
cycling shorts and ski-goggl es weave past on clunking ATBs |ike the outriders
of

some totalitarian, body-fascist invasion. | light up a cheroot Vinyl Lione
gave

me as a keepsake as we surge and stop, surge and stop al ong Shaftesbury



Avenue.

Li onel, the outrageous old ul-goi, was right. This one seens to want to talk
but

is afraid of ne. | weave pheromones, draw himinto a chenical web of

confi dence.

On New Oxford Street, he opens.

"I cannot believe this is happening," he says. "It's incredible; that
somet hi ng

so, so, huge, could have been secret for so long."

"I't has several thousand years of pedigree as a working relationship,” | say.

"As |l ong there have been tesh, there have been ul-goi. And our nutual need
for
secrecy fromthe goi."

" Goi ?"

"Humans." | wave a | ace-gloved hand at the rain-wet people huddling al ong
Hol born. "Those. The ignorant nmass."

"And tesh?"

| draw a circle on the m sted-up quarter-light, bisect it with a curving
S-shape. Yin and yang. Male and female in one. Fromtime before tine the

synbol
of the tesh.
"And ul - goi ?"

"Those who can only achi eve sexual satisfaction with a tesh."

The word seens to release him He closes his eyes for a reckless nonent,

si ghs.

"It's funny. No, it's not funny, it's tragic, it's frightening. It's only
recently |I've found where it started. Wien | was a kid | read this comc, the
Eagle or the Lion or the Victor. There was one story, one scene, where this
skindiver is trying to find out who's been sabotaging North Sea drilling rigs
and the bad guys catch himand tie himto the leg of the rig until his air
runs

out. That was where it started for me, with the guy in the rubber suit tied
and

hel pl ess, with death inevitable. It was such an anti-clinmax when he got
rescued

in the next issue. | used to fantasize about wetsuits. | nust have been
Jacques

Coust eau' s nunber one fan." He | aughs. Beneath folding unbrellas, girls in

Si xties-revival PVC rain-coats and Gerry- Ander son- puppet hairdos dart between
the slowy grinding cars, giggling and swearing at the drivers.

"You don't know what it is at that age. But it was a nmajor motivation in ny
chi l dhood: tight clothing. Superheroes, of course, were a real turn-on. |
renenber one, where the Mghty Thor was being turned into a tree. Jesus! |
nearly creamed nyself. | was addicted to downhill skiing. If there was ever
anything in the Sunday col or suppl ements about downhill skiing, or ballet,
would cut it out, sneak it up to my roomand stare at it under the sheets by
t he

light fromny electric blanket switch.

"Jane Fonda was, like, the answer to ny prayers. | used to borrow ny sister's
| eotard and tights and dress up, just to feel that head-to-toeness.
Sonet i nes. . .

somet i nes, when the evenings were dark, |I'd pass on | ate-night shopping with
t he

famly so | could dress up, nip over the back fence onto our |ocal sports
field

and wal k about. Just wal k about. It was good, but it wasn't enough. There was
something in there, in ny head, that wanted sonmething nmore but couldn't tel
nme

what it was.

"When | was about seventeen | discovered sex shops. The nunber of tinmes |



woul d

just wal k past because | never had the nerve to push that door and go in.
Then

one day | decided it couldn't be any harder going in than just wal ki ng past.
I't

was |ike Wonderland. | spent the fifty pounds |I'd been saving in one pig-out.
There was one nagazine, M. S.M.. |I'd never seen anything like it before, |
didn't know people could do that sort of thing to each other. Then, after 1'd
read themall twenty, fifty, a hundred tinmes, | realized it wasn't doing it
anynore. | bought new mags, but they were the sanme: there were things going
on

in my head that were far, far nore exciting than what was going on in those
phot ographs. In ny best fantasies, there were things |like no one had ever

t hought of before."

"Thi s happens,” | say. They all think they are the only ones. They start so
differently, men and wonen, back anobng the sand castles and Di nky toys and
G ndy

dol s of childhood; they think there cannot be anyone el se |ike them But

al ready they are being drawn toward us, and each other. They realize that
what

excites frenzies of passion in others |eaves them cold and unconprehendi ng,
and

everything falls apart: friends, |lovers, jobs, careers, hopes, dreans,

everyt hing except the search for that something that will fulfil the fantasy
in

their heads. Can anyone be as tornented, as depraved, as they? | do not
disillusion them fantasies and confessions, and the small absol utions and
justifications | can offer; these are treasures held close to the heart. Tel
ne

your story, then, ul-goi boy in your best suit, and I will listen, for

t hough

it is astory | have heard ten thousand tines before, it is a story that
deserves to be heard. You have had the courage that so many | ack, the courage
to

reach for what you truly want.

For the honosexual, it is the image in the mrror

For the transvestite, it is the flight fromugliness to i magi ned true beauty.
For the sado-masochist, it is the two-edged enbrace of guilt.

For the bondage enthusiast, it is the relieved plumet fromthe burden of
bei ng

adult into the hel pl essness of chil dhood.

For the rubber fetishist, it is the return to the total conforting enclosure
of

t he wonb.

For the ul-goi, it is the frustration of desiring to be what they are and
what

they are not sinultaneously.

Where have all the fluorescent re-spray Vol kswagen Beetles started to cone
fronf

What is he saying now? About sonme 0898 Sexline he used to dial called "Cycle
Club Lust"; how he sat hanging on the line running up obscene bills waiting
for

t he payoff that never came. How Tel ecom regul ati ons conpel themto use words
like "penis" and "buttocks" and "breasts." How can you get off on words I|ike
t hat ? he says.

And | sense it again. A scent... Al nost totally nmasked by my own pheronone
patterns; that certain uncertainty. | knowit. | knowit.... Tower cranes
decked

out with aircraft warning lights |like Christnas decorations nove through the



upper air. Towers of London. C ose to hone now | show hima place to park

t he

car where it will be fairly safe. In this area, you do not buy car stereos,
you

nerely rent themfromthe |ocal pub. On the street, with his coat collar

t ur ned

up against the drizzle, he | ooks desperately vul nerable and uncertain. The
nmerest waft of pheronones is enough to firmthat wavering resolution. Gentle
nmusks carry himthrough the front door, past the roonms where we cater for the
particul ar tastes of our goi clients, up the stairs and al ong the |anding
past

Cassiopia's room up another flight of stairs to the roomat the top. The
room

where the ul-goi go

18 Novenber

On the third day of the jhash, | went to see Mother, a forty-five-mnute
train

journey past red-brick palazzo-style hypernmarkets under Heat hrow s
sound-f oot pri nt.

When the great wave of early-Fifties slumclearance swept the old East End
out

into the satellite New Towns, it swept Mdther and his little enmpire with it.
Three years after the bonbing stopped, the Blitz really began, he says. After
t hree hundred years of netropolis, he felt a change of environment woul d do
hi m

good. He is quite the born-again suburbanite; he cannot imagi ne why we choose
to

remain in the city. Wth his two sisters, our aunts, he runs a discreet and
lucrative brothel froma detached house on a |arge estate. The deviations of
suburbia differ from but are no | ess deviations than, the deviations of the
city, and are equally exploitable.

As Mot her opened the door to me an elderly nan in a saggy black latex suit
wander ed down from upstairs, saw me, apol ogi zed and vani shed into the back
bedr oom

"It's all right dear, he's part of the famly," Mther shouted up. "Really,
you

know, | should stop charging him He's been coming twenty years, boy and man.
Every Tuesday, same thing. Dresses up in the rubber suit and has your Aunt

U sa

sit on his face. Happily married; he's invited us to his silver wedding

anni versary party; it's a nice thought but | don't think it's really us, do
you?"

To the eye they were three fortysomething slightly-but-not-too-tarty wonen,

t he

ki nd you see pushing shopping trolleys around pal azzo-styl e hypermarkets, or
in

hat chbacks arriving at yoga classes in the local |eisure center rather than
t he

kind that congregate at the farthest table in bars to drink vodka and | augh
boori shly.

My not her was born the same year that Charles Il was restored to the

nonar chy.

W ki ssed on the nouth, exchanging chem cal identifications, tongue to tongue.
I

made no attenpt to mask ny feelings; anxiety has a flavor that cannot be
conceal ed.

"Love, what is it? Is it that pinmp again? Is he giving bother?" He sniffed



deeply. "No. It's Cassiopia, isn't it? Something s happened to him The Law?
Darling, we've Hi gh Court judges in our pockets. No, something el se. Wrse.
Ch

no. Ch dear God no."

Chemical comunication is surer and | ess anbi guous than verbal. Wthin

m nut es

my aunts, smelling the alarmon the air, had cut short their appointnents
with

their clients and congregated in the back room where no non-tesh was ever
permtted. In the deep wing-chair drawn close to the gas heater sat ny
grandmot her, seven hundred years old and alnost totally submerged into the
dar k,

m nd wandering intermnably and with death the only hope of rel ease fromthe
| abyrinth of his vast renenberings. His fingers noved in his lap like the

| egs

of stricken spiders. W spoke in our own | anguage, sharp-edged whi spers
beneat h

the eyes of the hahndahvi in their five Cardinal Points up on the picture
rail.

Jhash. It was nade to be whi spered, that word. | suggested nedica

assi st ance.

There were prom nent doctors anong the ul-goi. Sexual inclinations do not
discrimnate. What with the advances goi nedici ne had made, and the fi nest
doctors in the country, surely something..

"I't nust be concern for your sister has tenporarily clouded your judgnent,"
whi spered Aunt Lyra, "otherwi se |I cannot inmagi ne you could be so stupid as to
consi der delivering one of us into the hands of the goi."

My not her hushed himwi th a touch to his arm

"He could have put it a bit nore subtly, love, but he's right. It would be no
problemto recruit an ul-goi doctor, but doctors don't work in isolation
They

rely upon a massive edifice of researchers, technicians, |aboratories,

consul tants: how |l ong do you think it would be before some goi discovered the
truth about Cassi opi a?"

"You woul d let ny sister, your daughter die, rather than conprom se
security?"

"Do not ask ne to answer questions like that. Listen up. One of our regulars
here is an ul-goi |awer. Just to nake conversation | asked himonce what our
| egal position was. This is what he told nme: we may think and tal k and | ook
like

humans, but we are not human. And, as non-humans, we are therefore the sane
as

animals --less than aninals; npbst animals enjoy sone protection under the

I aw,

but not us. They could do what they liked to us, they could strip us of al
our

possessions, jail us indefinitely, use us to experinent on, gas us, hunt us
down

one by one for sport, burn us in the street, and in the eyes of the law it
woul d

be no different fromkilling rats. W are not human, we are not under the
protection of the law. To conpronise our secrecy is to threaten us all."

"He is dying and | want to know what to do."

"You know what to do." The voice startled nme. It was |ike the voice of an

ol d,

corroded nmechanismreturning to life after long inactivity. "You know what to
do," repeated ny grandnother, stepping through a moment of lucidity into this
| ast decade of the mllennium "Can | have taught you so badly, or is it you
were such poor pupils? Pere Teakbois the Bal ancer demanded j hash of us in
return



for our enormously long lives, but Saint Semillia of the Mercies bargained a
ransom price. Blood. The life is in the blood; that life may buy back a
life."

O course | knew the story. | even understood the biol ogi cal principle behind
t he spurious theol ogy. A nassive blood transfusion mght stinulate the
di srupt ed

i mmune systeminto regenerating itself, in a simlar sense to the way our
bodi es

rebuil d themsel ves by using goi sex cells as a template. | had known the
answer

to jhash for as long as | had known of jhash itself: why had | refused to
accept

it and | ooked instead for, yes, ludicrous, yes, dangerous alternatives that
coul d not possibly work?

Because Saint Semillia of the Mercies sells his dispensations dear.

Mot her had gi ven me a shoeboxful of equi pnment, nost of it obsolete stuff from
the I ast century when the | ast case of jhash had occurred. She did not tel

ne

the outcone. Either way, | was not certain | wanted to know. In the house on
Shantallow Mews | ran a line into ny armand watched the Six O 'clock News
whil e

| punped out two plastic bags. Internecine warfare in the Tory party. Sone of
the faces I knew, intimtely. The bl ood seemed to revive Cassiopia but | knew
it

could only be tenmporary. | could never supply enough: after only two pints |
was

weak and trenmbling. Al | could do was hold the sickness at bay. | took the
i con

of Saint Semillia of the Mercies down fromthe wall, asked it what | should
do.

H's silence told me nothing | did not already know nyself. Qut there. They
are

few, they are not perfect, but they exist, and you rmust find them |
tletched,

dressed in black leotard, black tights, black mni, black heels, wapped it
al |

under a duster coat and went down to the Cardboard Cities.

What is it your philosophers teach? That we live in the best of all possible
worl ds? Tell that to the dammed souls of the cardboard cities in the tunnels
under your railway stations and underpasses. Tesh have no such illusions. It
has

never been a tenet of our faith that the world should be a good place. Merely
survi vabl e.

Cl oaked in a ninbus of hornonal awe, | went down. You would snell the piss
and

t he beer and the snmoke and the danpness and somnething faint and

sem - per cei ved

you cannot quite recognize. To me that thing you cannot recognize is what is
conmuni cated nmost strongly to nme. It is despair. Derelicts, burned out like
t he

hul I s of Fal kl ands' warshi ps, waved hallucinatory greetings to nme as |
swirled

past, coat billowing in the warmwet wi nd that blew across the wastel ands.
Eyes

nmoved i n cardboard shelters, cardboard coffins, heads turned, angered by the
violation of their degradation by one who manifestly did not share it. Wen
it

is all you possess, you treasure even degradation. Figures gathered around
snudge fires, red-eyed fromthe snoke, handing round hand-rolled cigarettes.
Wher e sormeone had scraped enough noney for batteries there was dance nusic



from

boom boxes. They would not trouble nme. My pheronones nade nme a shadowy,
godl i ke

figure nmoving on the edge of the darkness.

Where should I go? | had asked.

Where no one will be mssed, ny nother had replied.
I went to the viaduct arches, the notorway flyovers, the shop doorways, the
all-nite burger-shops, the parking lots and pl aygrounds. | went down into the

tunnel s under the stations.

Trai ns ground overhead, carrying the doubl e-breasted suitnen and cel | phone
worren

back to suburbs ending in "ng" or "wich," to executive ghettos with names
like

El mwod G ove and Manor G ange. The tunnels boomed and rang, drops of
condensation fell sparkling in the electric light fromstal actites seeping
from

the expansion joints in the roof. | paused at the junction of two tunnels.
Sonething in the air, a few vagrant |lipid nolecules carried in the air
currents

beneath the station

How wi Il | know then®? | had asked.

You will know them nmny nother had said.

The trail of pheromones was fickle, nore absent than present. It required the
ut nost exercise of my senses to followit. It led ne down clattering concrete
stai rways and ranps, under striplights and dead i ncandescent bul bs, down,
underground. As | was drawn deeper, | dissolved ny aura of awe and wove a new
spell: allure. Certain now Certain. The lost children in their cribs barely
acknow edged ny presence, the air snelled of shit and ganja.

She had found a sheltered corner under a vent that carried warnth and the
smel |

of frying food fromsonme far distant point of the concourse. An outsize Aran
sweater --much grimed and stretched-- was pulled down over her hunched-up
knees.

She had swaddl ed herself in plastic refuse sacks, pulled flattened cardboard
boxes that had hel d washi ng machi nes and CD midi-systens in around her

| envel oped her in a shroud of pheromones. | tried to imgi ne what she m ght
see, the tall woman in the long coat, nore vision than reality, denon, angel
standi ng over her like judgment. How could she know it was ny pheronones, and
not her own free will, that made her suddenly want nore than anyt hing,
anyt hi ng

she had ever wanted in her life, to bury her face between my nyl on-snooth

thi ghs? | knelt down, took her chin in nmy hand. She | ooked into ny eyes,
tried

to lick my fingers. Her face was filthy. | bent toward her and she opened her
mouth to me. She ran her tongue around the inside of ny |ips; whinpering, she
tried to ramit down my throat.

And | was certain. Truth is in the molecules. | had tasted it.

| extended a hand and she took it with |lum nous glee. She woul d have done
anyt hi ng, anything for ne, anything, if | would only take her away fromthese
tunnels and the stink of piss and desperation, back to ny apartnent: | could
do

what ever | wanted, anything.

The corridors shook to the iron tread of a train.

She | oved ne. Loved ne.

Wth a cry, | snatched nmy hand fromthe touch of her fingers, turned, wal ked
away, coat flapping behind me, heels ringing |ike shots. Faster. Faster. |

br oke

into a run. Her calls pursued me through the tunnels, cone back cone back,

| ove you, why did you go, | |ove you...

| rode the underground into the take-away-curry-and-tins-of-Iager hours. W



are
not human, my nmother told ne fromevery poster and adverti sement, we cannot

afford the luxuries of human norality. Saint Semllia of the Mercies smiled
upon
me. | rode the trains until the lights went out, one by one, in the stations

behind nme, and cane home at |ast to Shantall ow Mews.

The house | ooked and snelled normal. There was nothing to see. Fromthe
out si de.

He had broken in through a rear wi ndow and trashed a path through the roons
where we entertained the goi. Finding the | ocked door, he had kicked his way
into Cassiopia' s room

The pinp had done a thorough and professional job of terror. Enpty gl asses
and

cups of cold tea shattered, a half-conmpleted jigsaw of the Royal Fanily a
t housand di e-cut pieces scattered across the floor, nagazines torn in two,
t he

radi o-cassette smashed in by a heel. Shredded cassette tape hung in swaths
from

the lights and stirred in the draft fromthe open door where | stood. The
net al

stand by the bedside was overturned; the bl ood, ny blood, was splashed and
daubed across the walls.

Cassiopia was in the corner by the wi ndow, shivering and dangerously pale
from

shock. Under the duvet he clutched the icons of the five hahndahvi and a
ki tchen

knife. Bruises purpled down the side of his face, he flinched from ny
gent | est

t ouch.

"He said he'd be back," my sister whispered. "He said unless we worked for
hi m

he' d be back again. And again. And again. Until we got w se."

I made himconfortable on the sofa, cleaned the blood fromthe walls, nade
good

t he danage. Then | went to the never-quite-forgotten place under the

fl oor boar ds

and un-earthed the hru-tesh

Saint Semillia, the price of your nercies!

20 Novenber, 10:30 P.M

But for the insistence of nmy perfumes urging himthrough the door at the top
of

the stairs, | think he would run in terror fromwhat he is about to do. Oten
they do. But they are always drawn back to this door, by the sign of the
yin-yang drawn in spilled vodka on a table top, by addresses on matchbooks or
slipped under toilet partitions. They come back because nothing el se can
satisfy

t hem

The hahndahvi placed at their five cardinal points about the room fascinate
hi m

He turns the icon of File Legbe over and over in his hands.

"This is old," he says.

"Early nedieval ," | say, offering hima drink fromthe cocktail bar. He takes
a

tequila in one nervous swallow. "The hahndahvi. The Five Lords of the tesh.
Ve

have our own private religion; a kind of urban witchcraft, you could call it.
Qur own gods and denons and magi cs. They've taken a bit of a theol ogica



bashi ng

with the advent of nol ecul ar biol ogy, when we realized that we weren't the
denoni c | overs, the incubi and succubi of nedieval |egend. Just a variant of
humanity. A subspecies. Two chronpsones separate me fromyou. As | am

t al ki ng,

he is undressing. He | ooks for a wardrobe where he can hang his smart suit
and

shirt and jazz-colored silk tie. |I slide open one of the mrror-robes at the
end

of the room H's fastidiousness is cute. | pour himanother tequila so that
he

wi Il not be self-conscious in his nakedness and guide himto the Lloyd-1oom
chair at the opposite side of the room As | seat himl snell it again, that

uncertai n somet hing, nasked and nusked in a cocktail of his own sweat,
after-shave and Jose' Cuervo. Fanmiliar.

He sips his drink, small, tight, fearful sips, as | strip down to ny

under wear .

| slowy peel off panties, stockings, suspenders, kick themaway. Hi s penis
cones up hard, sudden, taking himby surprise. The glass falls to the floor
The

tequila spreads across the carpet. He begins to masturbate slowy,
ecstatically.

St andi ng naked before him | slip into tletchen. | feel the famliar warnth
behi nd ny eyes as waves of endocrines and hornones surge out through ny body.
I

will theminto every part of me, every enpty space, every cell, every

nol ecul e

of me. | amon fire, burning up frominside with chemcal fire.

"Do you know anyt hi ng about mtosis and neiosis?" | ask himas the hornones
burn

t hrough me, changing nme. Mbses supposes nitosis are roses. Mses supposes
erroneously. "The old | egend was that incubi and succubi visited humans to
st eal

sexual fluids. Sperm eggs. It's true, insofar as we need haploid cells to
sel f-inpregnate every cell in our bodies and, in a sense, continually give
birth

to ourselves. That's how we live five, six, seven hundred years, world events
permtting. Though, of course, our reproductive rate is very very low" |
have

found over the years that many of themfind the talking as exciting as the
physical act. It is the thrill of abandoning thenselves to the inplacably
alien.

As | speak ny breasts, so full and beautiful, dw ndle and contract to flat

ni ppl es; the pads of flesh on my hips and ass are redistributed to shoul ders
and

belly; muscles contract ny pelvis; ny entire body profile changes from

wi de- hi pped narrow shoul dered hourgl ass femninity to broad-shoul dered,
flat-chested narrow wai sted triangular masculinity. My genitals swell and
contract and jut and fold thenselves into new configurations. It excited ne
enornously, that first tinme when Mother guided ne into tletchen, the ebb and
swel |l of ny genitals. Now what | sense is an inconpl eteness, a |oss, when
change fromfermale to male. But | can see what a shock of excitenment it is to

ny

client. I cone to him let himsavor nmy new masculinity. He runs his fingers
over my flat chest, twists nmy flat nipples between thunb and finger, caresses
ny

buttocks, thighs, genitals. As he thrills to ne, | continue, ny voice an

oct ave

| ower .

"We're essentially an urban phenomenon. We were there in the cities of the



Nile

and I ndus, of Mesopotam a, of C assical G eece and Rone sone | esser nenbers
of

their respective pantheons are tesh in disguise. W need a | arge popul ation
to

draw genetic material fromw thout becom ng too obvious --in rura
communities

we have rather too high a profile for our liking. Hence the nmedi eval |egends,
when the country was alnost entirely rural, which died out with urbanization
when we coul d beconme anonynmous in the cities. My particular famly came with
t he

Nor man invasion; but we're conparative new kids on the block; the branch we
bred

into one hundred and fifty years back up in Edi nburgh has been here since the
end of the lIce Age."

There are tears in his eyes. Pressed close within his enbrace, | snell it
agai n.

Intimate. Familiar. Too familiar.

| know what it is, and where | have snelled it before. But I amnot finished
with himyet. | step backward, out of the reach of his inploring fingers and
sumon up the tletchen energy again. Contours, profiles, genders nelt and run
in

the heat of ny hormonal fire. My body, ny identity, ny teshness, ny

Oi on- ness

dissolve into a multiplicity of possible genders. | blossom out of

genderl essness into full hermaphroditism Ml e and female, yin and yang in
one.

He is sobbing now, nmilking his penis in long, slow, joyous strokes. He is

cl ose

now to conpl ete sexual satisfaction for the first time in his life. |I let him
touch ne, explore the nystery of ny two-in-oneness. He stands, presses his
body

to m ne, shuddering, noaning; |ong keening, dying nmpans. Exposed. Truly
naked.

From every pore of his body, every gland and nmucous nenbrane and erogenous
tissue, it pours out. The roomwhirls with his giddy perfume, the storm of
chemical s is overpowering. Yes! Yes! Yes!

I look into his eyes.

"Do you know how we get our names?" | tell him "W have public, goi, nanes,
but

anong ourselves we use our tesh nanes. W are named after whatever
constel |l ation

is in the ascendant on the night of our birth. My name is Orion. My sister is
Cassiopia." | tell him because | want himto know. | owe himat |east a nane.
I

open nmy mouth to kiss him he opens to receive ne. Thin ropes of droo
stretch

and break. | taste him And he is right. It is the work of monent for ny
saliva

gl ands to work the chemical changes. A drop of toxin falls frommy tongue
onto

his. It runs like chain Iighting fromneuron to neuron. Even as the thought
to

react, the awareness that he nay have been betrayed, is upon him it |ocks
hi m

into rigidity.

He is easy to lift. In hermaphrodite gender we have the benefit of the

muscul ature of both sexes, and the hormonal violence of tletchen gives us a
supernatural strength. | carry himdown the stairs and along the little

I andi ng



into Cassiopia's room | can feel his heart beating against nmy shoul der. He
fits

confortably into the bedside chair.

Cassiopia is suspended in a fever dream between sl eep and waki ng; nuttering,
crying out, twitching, eyeballs rolled up in his head, crazy with

hal l uci nations. | fetch the equi pment fromthe Reebok box under the bed, run
a

line into Cassiopia's right arm and |let the blue, burned, poison drip from
hi s

arminto a basin on the floor.

Only his eyes can nove. He sees the needle | have for him Have | said

el sewhere

it is remarkabl e how nuch can be expressed by the eyes al one? Say a thing
once,

and you are sure to have to say it again, soon. He does not flinch as | run a
line into his right armand connect himto Cassiopia. As | punp his bl ood

al ong

the old rubber tubes, I tell himthe tale my grandmother told ne, of Pere
Teakboi s's bargain and the price of St. Semillia s mercy. At the very end, he
deserves to know. And at the very end, | think he does begin to understand.
Vinyl Lionel's Law. Everyone is someone's pinp, soneone's prostitute.
Everyone

is user or used. Down in the tunnels, she had loved ne. You had desired ne.
She

had not [oved nme of her own free will. You did. I made her love ne. | did not

make you desire nme. Understand, goi, why | could kill the pinp without a
monent's noral uncertainty, why now it is your blood pul sing down the rubber

tube. W& were both the used, she and |I. You and he, the users. Believe neg,
goi

boy, | bear you no malice. | do what | do because an ol der, harder nercy
demands

it.

When the last drop is gone, | close the tubes. Cassiopia has |lapsed into a
qui et

and tranquil sleep. Already the jhash pallor is gone fromhis skin, he is
war m

to nmy kiss.

I look at the boy, the rigor of ny neurotoxins glazed over now with the
serenity

of death. Wen you went to those clubs and bars and nade those contacts, did
they never tell you the unwitten [ aw of the user?

Every prostitute has his price.

In tesh, the words for |ove and passion are antonyns. It is not so different,
I

think, with you.
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