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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







CHAPTER ONE:


A QUIET CELEBRATION ON BARNES STREET


ALTHOUGH HOWARD had put aside his reading and not yet lifted pen for his evening’s correspondence, he still wore the squarish, rimless glasses that he used for close work. He sat slumped in his old high-backed leather chair, the dark wool of his suit blending with the color of the chair.


He sat alone in the room, fingers steepled beneath his prominent chin, gazing out the tall wooden-framed window into the chill Providence evening. The sky was completely black, what stars might have been shining covered by the thick clouds that had loomed through the afternoon. Now a wet snow was falling, the large flakes illuminated by the streetlamps of Barnes Street before turning to chilly puddles when they hit the pavement beneath the lamps and the surface of Barnes Street itself.


Howard glanced at the stack of papers near at hand—incoming letters awaiting reply, amateur journals, portions of his own manuscripts and those of revision clients. He raised the glasses carefully and rubbed his eyes with forefinger and thumb, then settled them once more, adjusting the metal arms in the short dark hair above his ears.


Surely the most intriguing item in the stack was the letter that had arrived from New York City, neatly typed on the letterhead of the Jackson Press. This, Howard would discuss with a trusted friend; all the more reason to anticipate the arrival of young Belknapius and his parents. Not that he mistrusted his two aunts, Annie Gamwell and Lillian Clark, both of them puttering about the apartment while considerately avoiding his immediate vicinity.


But neither aunt was of a literary predilection, while Belknapius, for all his tender years—little more than a child of twenty-three as compared with Grandfather Theobald, Howard’s, ancient thirty-six—was a promising youngster indeed and a published author already. Just this year Paul Cook had issued a slim volume of the young man’s verse: The Man from Genoa and Other Poems by Frank Belknap Long, Jr., Athol, Massachusetts, 1926. 1926—a mere matter of hours and the year would be sped, ’27 upon the unready world, and what would the new year bring?


Howard leaned forward and peered into the darkness of Barnes Street, trying to pierce the snowy gloom to the westward and down College Hill toward the corner of Congdon Drive where Barnes curved away into Jenkes Street, and up which the elder Frank Long would guide the perky new Essex of which Belknapius had written with enthusiasm.


Perhaps Howard would join young Long in the ranks of the booked. The Jackson Press letter had arrived as a total surprise, provoking thoughts—indeed, in retrospect, outrageous fantasies—of an offer to collect Howard’s stories and issue them to the public in suitably dignified form. After all, there was surely sufficient material by now, nearly twenty had appeared in Henneberger’s magazine under the tutelage of Baird or Wright. And that wasn’t counting the Houdini ghost-work or any of his other revision work. He could select his very best efforts for the book, undoing such mischief as the atrocious change of title that had been inflicted on poor “Arthur Jermyn,” omitting the Herbert West series he’d unwisely undertaken for Home Brew.


That was one pitfall that he must avoid in future, writing to order. Aesthetic considerations must govern; when mere commerce, the requirements of editors, were superposed upon the shoulders of the muse she invariably fled, holding herself aloof thereafter until the pure flame of artistic passion had burned away the dross of material greed.


But the Jackson Press letter had not dealt with those carefully wrought stories that Howard labored so carefully over before affixing his chaste and dignified by-line, H. P. Lovecraft. The letter had delved into other matters altogether, and the signature appended to the businesslike message was one that gave Howard such doubts and difficulties as must needs be discussed with another mind of like inclination to his own. At one time he might even have discussed the matter with Sonia, but that phase of his life was a closed volume. The final dissolution of their marriage was a subject difficult and painful to contemplate, marking as it would not only the failure of an enterprise so hopefully undertaken a mere few years ago, but also an unseemly proceeding for a gentleman. Yet, even though the marriage endured as a legal obligation there was little remnant of the brief intimacy that Howard and Sonia had enjoyed during their time together in New York.


Howard sighed, set his reading glasses to one side and rose from the chair. He stood at the tall window for a moment and watched several automobiles make their careful way up Barnes Street, climbing College Hill toward the Moses Brown School for Boys. No sign as yet of the elder Long’s little matchbox-shaped car, but down the hill and toward downtown Providence the lights glimmered feebly through the steady, damp snow, setting a mood for the onset of the new year that was a subtle amalgam of the festive and the melancholy, a mood that reflected Howard’s own feelings about himself, his life and his career.


From the kitchen Howard’s pretty, spirited Aunt Annie bustled into the parlor, a steaming coffee-pot in her hand. She asked Howard if he would like a cup and he followed her back to the kitchen, accepted a freshly-filled cup, added three spoons of sugar. He lifted the steaming, syrupy concoction and sampled its flavor, then added another spoonful of sugar and nodded his satisfaction.


“Thank you, niece,” he intoned solemnly. “How great a comfort to old Grandfather Theobaldus that his descendants care for him in his declining years.”


Annie laughed, dodged around Howard’s tall, somber form and rejoined her elder sister Lillian, setting out sweetcakes and hors d’oeuvres for the Longs and themselves. A quiet evening at home was the pleasantest and most economical way to welcome 1927.


Bestowing a grandfatherly smile on his two aunts, Howard carried his coffee back to the parlor and stood once more at the window overlooking Barnes Street. At last a car that he recognized from advertising pictures as a new Essex swung from Jenkes into Barnes. The driver swung the car over to the curb beneath the leafless boughs of a tall elm. Through the closed window and the soft, muffling snow the sound of the auto’s engine died, then the glow of the headlights, also softened by the whirling flakes, disappeared.


Howard stood, looking down into Barnes Street, waiting for the arrival of his guests.


In the rear seat of the Essex, Frank Belknap Long, Junior, waited for his father to climb out of the car, into the damp, frigid Providence air. Frank Belknap Long, Senior, opened the passenger door and helped his wife to alight from the car, then Belknap—everyone called him that to distinguish him from his father—folded the seat forward and climbed from the car also.


After the stuffy air of the car and the long ride from the Longs’ home at 100th Street and West End Avenue, the air here was rhapsodically refreshing.


Frank Long reached back into the Essex and drew out a few brightly-wrapped belated gifts for the Lovecraft aunts, Mrs. Gamwell and Mrs. Clark. Belknap held his own gift for his friend Howard under one over-coated arm. It was a copy of The Ghost Pirates by William Hope Hodgson that Belknap had ferreted out in one of his prowls of the old book stalls along Fourth Avenue. Howard would enjoy the book, of course, for its outré theme and dark atmosphere, but even more, Belknap hoped, it would remind his friend of the many enjoyable hours they had spent together prowling just such book stalls during Howard’s stay in the metropolis.


They made their way up the wooden steps to the front door of 10 Barnes, then waited until the door was answered by Howard Lovecraft’s Aunt Annie.


“Doctor Long, Mrs. Long—May—and Belknap. We’re so happy to see you. Please, come along inside!”


The glass-paneled door shut with a thump and Belknap followed the others into the Lovecraft parlor. Howard set down a steaming cup and advanced to shake hands formally with the visitors.


“Doctor. Mrs. Long. Belknapius.”


Howard’s second aunt, Lillian Clark, emerged from the kitchen wiping her eyeglasses and the ceremony of greetings was repeated. After the visitors’ wraps were hung and refreshments served the party separated into two groups, the senior Longs and Howard’s aunts remaining in the front parlor overlooking Barnes Street while the two younger men withdrew to Howard’s study where they could discuss matters of interest to literary persons, fantaisistes like themselves, undisturbed by mundane conversation.


Howard thanked Belknap for the Hodgson and presented him with a Poe collection in return, then asked if Belknap had as yet seen the January Weird Tales. “Aha, I thought not,” he responded to Belknap’s negative. “Old Farnie sent me a couple of copies, you’re welcome to have one. The magazine should be on the stands next week, I suppose.”


Belknap Long watched Howard delve into a stack of papers beside the ancient Postal typewriter that stood on Howard’s wooden desk. “I’ll never understand how you get saleable manuscripts out of that antediluvian machine,” he commented, “it must be older than I am.”


“The truth of the matter is that I despise typewriting.” Howard continued to rummage through the stacks. “But at the rates Joe Henneberger pays, I could hardly pay to have a professional secretary. Using that noble old damned machine makes the strain of typewriting just a bit more bearable. Ah! Here it is!”


He turned toward Belknap, holding a familiarly red-bordered magazine. Long took the magazine, examined its crudely painted cover illustration and clucked over it before turning to the table of contents. “I never did get over the return to the smaller size. You know, I enjoyed the old oversized Weird Tales far more.”


“Commerce, Belknapius, commerce.”


“Well, let’s see what we have here. I’m happy to see that interminable Leahy serial ending at last. Ah, ‘The Horror at Red Hook.’ Well, congratulations, Howard. A fine story, I greatly enjoyed reading it when you sent me the manuscript. Glad to see that friend Farnsworth made no objection to it.”


“Wright is an odd one, all right.” Howard chuckled at his accidental pun. “But he went for ‘Red Hook’ so I have no complaint on that score. At least my residence in your city yielded a couple of passable yarns if nothing more.”


“Yes, I liked ‘He’ as much as the new story. But surely you enjoyed living in New York to some degree or you wouldn’t have stayed as long as you did, Howard.”


Lovecraft took a few paces, head down, hands locked behind his back. “I suppose I did. Certainly the book shops are treasure troves yet, and there were other attractions. The surviving architecture of colonial days is interesting. But the mongrels, Belknap! The Asiatic hordes and mongrel multitudes that throng the streets of that city! I fear that the United States has simply lost New York to those swarthy foreigners! May the hills of His Majesty’s Colony of Rhode-Island and Providence Plantations never suffer the sullying tread of such!”


Belknap made a noncommittal sound hoping to placate his friend. Howard’s Anglophilia and antiquarianism were traits of long standing, widely known among his friends. In a sense they were admirable traits; certainly Howard defended his positions with logic and eloquence. But on occasion they tended to become a trifle out-of-proportion to the topic at hand.


“Is there anything else of interest in the issue?” Even as he asked, Belknap’s eye was scanning the contents page. He read aloud the blurb that accompanied the listing of his friend’s contribution. “ ‘The cults of darkness are rooted in blasphemies deeper than the well of Democritus.’ Hah! What has the well of Democritus to do with your yarn?”


Howard shrugged dark-clad shoulders. “Your guess is as good as mine, O Belknapius. Who can fathom the whims of editors? Yes,” he went on, answering Long’s previous question, “there are a couple of interesting pieces in the issue. Do you see a little story called ‘The Lost Race’ by someone named Robert E. Howard? A new man for Weird Tales, I think, and quite promising. He shows a real feeling for the ancient world of the northern barbarians. I recommend the story very highly. I may even send a note to Wright about the man.”


Belknap was still studying the pulp magazine. “ ‘Ye Goode Olde Ghoste Storie,’ ” he read. “By someone called William A. P. White. They’ll never get anywhere running silly stuff like that. Well, let’s have a look at the letter page.” He slid onto an old wooden chair and turned the pages of the magazine. Finally he stopped, held the magazine open with one hand and unconsciously brushed his small, neatly-trimmed young man’s moustache with the other. “Why, look here, Howard. Did you read this letter from a fellow named Ramsauer in Brooklyn?”


Howard Lovecraft had read the letter and so indicated, but he didn’t discourage Belknapius from reading it aloud.


“ ‘Such writers as Frank Owen, H. P. Lovecraft, Arthur J. Burks and Bassett Morgan are genuine finds of the century.’ Very nice, I would say.” Long looked up and smiled, his own rimless eyeglasses, similar to the reading glasses Howard Lovecraft had set aside in the parlor, caught the color of a shaded electric lamp. “I’d be very happy to see the fans writing that kind of thing about me.”


“Yes, surely.” Howard drew a long breath, then added “Whoever this fellow is, he puts together a somewhat odd bag of writers. Owen is certainly an artist in whose company I am happy to find myself. The others—I am not so certain. Still, kind words make pleasant hearing.”


Belknap was still flipping the pages of Weird Tales. He stopped when he came to his friend’s story and studied the accompanying illustration.


Lovecraft chuckled. “Not too impressive, is it?”


“I’m glad you are the one to say so, Howard. Kind of a vague scrawl of monsters, eh? Not quite what the story puts me in mind of, I’m afraid. Where does Farnsworth Wright find these illustrators of his? You’d think there should be some competent delineators in Chicago!”


He closed the magazine and handed it back to Howard, who restored it, somehow, to its place in the stack of materials from which he had extracted it. “I suppose, Belknapius, that Wright hires the best men he can get for the pittances that Joe Henneberger pays. You know Weird Tales’ pay rates as well as I, and they are anything but generous! Not that Henneberger is being tight, I suppose. You know the magazine has been near collapse almost from the day of its birth. The wonder is that Henny keeps it going at all.”


“Still, Howard, I cannot help wondering what might have followed if you’d only gone out there to take it over when Ed Baird left. Henneberger so clearly wanted to hire you!”


“And live in Chicago?” Howard Lovecraft made a face that showed his disdain for the very idea. “New York was enough of an affront to my nature. I am too much a product of this old New England atmosphere, nephew, ever to leave it again for any lengthy periods. I don’t mind traveling to visit friends and to see such survivals of colonial times as offer themselves, but to sever my permanent attachment to old Providence and make a home in the crude, noisy middle west is totally beyond the pale. Never again will I give up living where I can see my precious College Hill, Federal Hill, Swan Point. The Seekonk. And Boston, Salem, Marblehead.” He held his hands out as if to encompass the geography. “This is my home.”


“Still,” Long countered, “as you said, Howard, there is commerce. One must make a living.”


Lovecraft nodded solemnly. “That is the other matter I wished to discuss with you, Belknapius. I have had a letter. I would let you read it yourself—you may see it in a few minutes—but the signature will be a surprise to you.”


Long nodded agreement and Lovecraft began to read the letter on the Jackson Press letterhead. “ ‘My Dear Mr. Lovecraft,’ he opens, ‘You will forgive, I hope, my writing to you. Your name has been suggested to me by mutual acquaintances, one of whom, Mr. Reinhardt Kleiner, is a loyal subscriber to a number of periodicals edited by myself. The other is Mr. Abraham Merritt, an employee of Mr. William Randolph Hearst, for whom I have done much work as a journalist and editor. Mr. Merritt tells me that he is acquainted with yourself and with your work, and that you might be interested in a proposition which I wish to make to you.’


“What do you think of that?” Lovecraft asked Belknapius, looking up from the letter.


“A. Merritt. I remember the occasion clearly, he called at our apartment in New York to invite you to lunch at his club. And I was too busy to come along! I’ve regretted it ever since.”


“Well. To continue. There is not much more to the letter. ‘I have been engaged in a good deal of editing and writing on matters of current and historical interest, but have found, regrettably, that in many quarters my by-line is held in suspicion. I seek nothing but honest reporting and the rectification of historic injustices, and I would wish to enlist your aid in bringing about this rectification.


“ ‘Financial aspects of such work would be subject to discussion, but I believe that the pay would be most attractive to yourself.’ And he goes off,” Lovecraft added, “asking me to contact him at my earliest convenience. And that is all that there is to the letter.”


Belknap Long stroked his round, boyish chin with the handsome cleft. “All too mysterious for my little mind, Howard. What did he mean by his by-line being held in suspicion? And just what is it that he wants from you? Is he just some revision client?”


“Hardly! I don’t mind polishing up other writers’ prose for a fee. That’s honorable enough work. But that is not what this fellow wants. But wait till you hear his name. Or—better yet—He folded and turned the letter so the younger man could read the typewritten signature beneath the ink-scrawled flourish at the bottom of the page.


“George Sylvester Viereck!”


“The very!” Howard Lovecraft chuckled loudly. Long joined in weakly.


“I’m glad that you can laugh at Viereck now, Howard. Time was when the very mention of his name and you would virtually froth at the mouth.”


“That was long ago.”


“True enough. But—have you changed your views that much? I remember things you wrote about Viereck in the United Amateur Press Association that were blood-curdling!”


“Well. You recall the events of the day, Belknap. Viereck was making the Kaiser’s case in the public press during the Great War. You recall the scandal of 1915, the German embassy money, the G-men capturing the Heinrich Albert documents and implicating Viereck in the whole ugly propaganda operation of the Hun.”


“I was hardly more than an infant in 1915,” Belknap Long smiled.


“You were participating in the United.”


“Yes.” Long and Lovecraft were both silent for several moments during which the conversation from the parlor drifted through to Howard’s study. Then Long said, “Yes, I remember those events. I remember that uproar in the United over it, also.”


“That buffoon Goodwin,” Howard mumbled. “And you remember the outcome, Belknapius?”


“I remember you wrote a poem about it, about Goodwin’s coming to Viereck’s defense. But I’m afraid I don’t remember the lines.”


“I’ve got it here somewhere.” Again Howard bent to the stacks of miscellaneous documents that comprised his filing system.


Before he emerged there was a timid knock at the door of the study and the voice of an aunt inviting Howard and Belknap to the parlor for ice cream and candy. “It’s nearing midnight. We’ll welcome 1927 with a little feast.”


“Just a few minutes, Niece Lillian.” Howard straightened, a small, neatly printed amateur journal in his hand. “Here, Belknapius, The Conservative, October 1915. The thunderbolt had struck in August, when the European struggle was just a year old. Then young Goodwin made his asinine remarks and I responded in verse.”


“I remember now. He’d said something about ‘No kidding.’ ”


“And I responded, here,” Lovecraft read:




“No kidding, Goodwin, you with wisdom say


That England likes not George Sylvester’s way:


The honest truth poor Viereck ne’er could speak,


And Britons hate a liar and a sneak!”





“You were rather hard on the fellow, Howard.” Belknap tugged at the crease in his woolen, trousers. “Did Viereck ever receive The Conservative?”


Lovecraft shook his head. “I doubt it. Of course, if he is a friend of Kleiner’s, Reinhardt might have shown him a copy.”


Belknap rubbed his chin. “ ‘The honest truth poor Viereck ne’er could speak,’ ” he quoted. “And now he wants—what was the phrase?”


Howard read the line from Viereck’s Jackson Press letter. “ ‘Honest reporting and the rectification of historic injustices.’ To Kaiser Bill, presumably. Remember what I called him?”


“Bill Hohenzollern,” Belknap supplied, and Howard Lovecraft joined him so they completed the phrase in unison, “head of Berlin Butchers’ Local Number 1914.”


He slipped the slim magazine back into its place and started toward the door.


“Have you answered Viereck’s letter?” Long asked.


Lovecraft shook his head. “I need to give it some thought. The man is a legitimate fantaisiste, you know, Belknapius. Have you seen his book House of the Vampire? It dates from before his involvement with politics. Not really a bad effort. Perhaps I ought to talk with the man, at least. Certainly if he’s recommended by A. Merritt there must be some—”


He stopped and they both laughed at the obvious play that must follow, then rejoined Howard’s two aunts and Belknap’s parents for ice cream and coffee and the welcoming in of 1927.




CHAPTER TWO:


A VISIT TO THE METROPOLIS


THE FIRST DAY of 1927 was cold and damp, with a light rain still falling early in the afternoon when Howard rose. After the departure of the guests the previous night his two aunts had retired, leaving Howard the lone possessor of the Lovecraft-Gamwell-Clark household. This was his preference. He was long accustomed to nocturnal habits, preferring the quiet and privacy of the late night hours to the bustle and distractions of the day. More often than not it was his practice to sit up through the night reading, working, or simply sitting and dreaming the waking dreams that he had indulged in since boyhood and that, along with true dream-experiences—all too often nightmares—provided the basis for so many of his fantastic short stories.


The Longs were already present, their new Essex drawn once more to the curbside in Barnes Street, when Howard emerged from his bedroom. He greeted them and his aunts, then withdrew to the kitchen to devour a breakfast of sweet black syrupy coffee and scrambled eggs prepared by his aunt Lillian, accompanied only by the younger Long.


Belknap pulled a small briar pipe from the pocket of his suit coat and fingered it as he watched Howard add a few more spoonfuls of sugar to his cup, then Belknapius slipped the pipe back into his pocket and in its place accepted a cup of coffee. They spoke again of their literary enterprises, their amateur activities and their work for Joe Henneberger’s Weird Tales magazine. Howard mentioned that he was looking forward shortly to receiving proofs of his lengthy study for the forthcoming journal The Recluse to be issued by W. Paul Cook, the wizard of Athol, Mass.


“I was very pleased with the job he did on The Man from Genoa,” Long volunteered. “His new periodical should be a worthy showcase for your work, Howard.”


“Sometimes I despair of achieving the coverage I have sought in my work. Did I tell you the title I finally settled upon for the study? Supernatural Horror in Literature. Simple and accurate, I hope.”


“Suitably dignified as well.”


“I wonder if I ought to add my newer discoveries, though. As written the piece omits a number of worthy authors. I’ve only just discovered this Englishman, William Hope Hodgson.


“The volume you gave me looks very promising. I read a few pages before retiring. He certainly starts off with a bang. That opening sea chantey has an authentic feel to it, and then Jessop’s story of signing aboard the Mortzestus in San Francisco.”


Howard walked to the stove and returned with the pot of coffee, refilling Belknapius’ cup as well as his own, talking as he moved about the room. “I know almost nothing about the author, but I believe he did have some sort of nautical background. A promising writer, I think he was killed in the Great War. One more crime for which Bill the Butcher should be made to account.”


He replaced the porcelain-gray pot and returned to his seat opposite Long. “For millennia man has associated the sea with weird and sinister themes. Some of Poe’s greatest works have nautical themes.”


“Well, and your own, Howard. ‘Dagon’ for one.”


“Yes,” Howard Lovecraft admitted. “Don’t omit your own tale of the Jormungandar. I wish you’d finish that thing and get it into print somewhere. It’s one of your better pieces.”


Long chuckled softly and grinned, not speaking.


“Methinks, Belknapius, that thou has a secret hidden beneath thy cap this day!”


“I sent the yarn off to Farnie weeks and weeks ago. Would have sent it sooner but I couldn’t think of a name for the peculiar thing. Finally called it ‘The Man with a Thousand Legs.’ ”


“A trifle lurid, perhaps. But, more’s the point, what said Brother Pharnabus when he saw the manuscript? Did he fiddle the way he usually does, or did he give you a sensible answer?”


“He’s taken it. I have his letter at home. It’s to run some time next summer. And to celebrate, you’re invited to join me at the Albee Theatre tonight. They’re putting on a gala new year’s show. I don’t know that the film will be of exceptional merit but they’re co-featuring an appearance by Nicola the Conjurer.”


“Capital, my good fellow!”


They joined the others in the parlor. The senior Long was nattering on about the events of the day, whether Coolidge would seek an additional term in the presidency, Secretary Mellon’s plan to improve Prohibition enforcement by spiking all industrial alcohols with irremovable poisons (the Providence Journal reported that Mr. Franklin L. Dickson of the Rhode Island Office of Food and Drugs disagreed with Secretary Mellon’s idea, calling the tactic excessive), the un-attributed rumor that the United States planned to extend diplomatic recognition to the Bolshevik regime in Russia, the seizure of United States oil holdings in Mexico, the statement by Commerce Secretary Hoover that one and three quarter million radios had been sold during 1926 bringing the total number in the US to five million, the prediction by Professor Tchijovsky of the University of Moscow that war would break out in 1929 inevitably.


Professor Tchijovsky based his prediction upon the study of sunspots.


The two aunts retired to prepare a light evening meal while Howard, Belknap, Frank Long, Senior, and May Doty Long sat in the parlor. The short New England winter afternoon had fled. The all-day rain had thinned to a gray mist that hung over Providence like soft gauze. May Long, wearing a long necklace of dark beads, ran the strands up and down in her hands until Annie Gamwell popped her head back into the parlor and announced that dinner was about to be served. Then May dropped her beads and crossed to the kitchen to help bring out the food. She was from old Newburgh money.


Afterwards Frank Long, Senior announced that he and his family would return home early the following day. That would be Sunday. He was a highly successful dentist and oral surgeon and his practice demanded that he be present, rested and steady of hand, Monday morning.


Howard bundled himself into sweater, suit coat and overcoat, muffler, hat and gloves, and accompanied Belknap and his parents to the Essex. He had a severe problem with cold weather—not merely a dislike of it, but an actual physical peculiarity that made him acutely uncomfortable, lethargic, and drove him almost into a coma if he ventured out into it without precautions.


Long Senior managed the Essex back down College Hill without great difficulty. Despite the moist snow of the previous day and today’s rain, the streets had not frozen over and driving was relatively safe and easy. He pulled up before the Albee Theatre and got out of the car so Belknap and Howard could tilt the folding seat and extricate themselves without disturbing May Doty Long.


Howard shook hands with Frank and with May and promised to visit them in New York shortly, then he and Belknap made their way into the somewhat sparse crowd in the shelter of the Albee’s marquee. The evening of January 1 was not a very festive one. Shop windows and restaurants still featured Christmas decorations that would be removed in the morning. Men in overcoats and fedoras, women in fur wraps, long coats and hats passed, their faces pale in the artificial light, their breath merging into the misty air.


Belknapius purchased general admission seats and they made their way through the gilt-and-plush lobby into the auditorium where May Busch and Pat O’Malley were gesturing their way through the last reel of The Perch of the Devil, a tiresome photoplay with none of the glamour or fantastic theme promised by its title. A pit orchestra provided little relief from the banality of the performance.


During the intermission Belknap indicated that he was eager to witness the performance of the famed Nicola. “I suppose any illusionist or escape artist will be old hat to you, Howard, after your association with the late Houdini.”


“Houdini always credited his colleagues fully for their skill. He bitterly resented what he regarded as imitators who tried to exploit his own fame. That was one reason for his encouraging his brother Hardeen to tour opposite himself. He told me that if others were to capture the overflow of his own audience, it might as well be one of his family.”


“Hah! Sad, very sad, his death last Halloween. I regret that I never met Houdini.”


Lovecraft suggested that they leave their coats on their seats and stroll in the lobby as the intermission proceeded. “I don’t know that you would have liked him entirely, Belknapius. He was a strange man, a paradox. Incredibly dynamic. Enthusiastic with a contagious charm. But arrogant, abrasive. He seemed, somehow, to epitomize the Jewish arriviste. I could get along with him all right, but could never fully warm to him. It was a matter of blood, I suppose.”


“That story you ghost-wrote for him…?”


“ ‘Imprisoned with the Pharaohs.’ I suppose there will never be another issue of Weird Tales like that one.”


“It was certainly your issue, Howard. The Houdini story with accompanying cover illustration. Your own ‘Hypnos’ and ‘The Loved Dead’ that you revised for Carlton Eddy. I wish I’d had a yarn in that edition, but Wright moves in mysterious ways. But you’ve never told me the extent of your relationship with Houdini.”


Howard Lovecraft drew a deep breath and held it for a few moments while he paced, hands folded behind his back. “Farnie Wright set the thing up, of course. Houdini sent me a note with the barest sketch of an idea. He claimed to have spent a night in a pyramid while touring some years ago. I have no idea whether he’d ever been to Egypt. But I wove a tale from the slim thread he provided, and to give the man credit, he expressed great pleasure with the result.


“I only met with him a few times. Once to discuss the manuscript, once or twice when he invited me to the theatre to witness his show. No question, grandson, he was a magnificent showman. And I will credit him for using his Ryan Special knowledge to combat fakirs and mediums when he could easily have used their very trickery to his own benefit.”


Howard paused as the soft chime sounded, announcing the end of intermission. As he moved back to his seat with Belknap Long he added one more reminiscence.


“He loved the grand gesture, of course, and could be lavish in his generosity. I recall one afternoon in 1924, receiving a telephone call from him.”


“That was when you were living in Brooklyn with Mrs. Lovecraft.”


Howard flushed slightly. “Yes. Houdini was in New York between tours and he called to invite me to the theatre. That is, Sonia and myself. We joined him and Mrs. Houdini and did have a gala evening.”


“What production did you attend.”


“ ‘Outward Bound.’ You recall the drama?”


Belknap nodded his enthusiasm. “Of course. The supernatural drama by Sutton Vane. I hope that all of you enjoyed it!”


“It was Houdini’s choice. He was very affected by it. You recall—all the passengers on an ocean cruise, gradually coming to the realization that they are the souls of the dead, bound for the hereafter. I believe that Houdini selected that play very carefully. He hadn’t got over the death of his mother. He never did, of course. So you see, Vane’s theme was right down Houdini’s alley.”


He shook his head. He dropped his voice almost to a whisper as the houselights dimmed. “But I found the play distasteful. Excessively sentimental. I despise the maudlin. Utterly despise sentimentality.


“But I liked Mrs. Houdini immensely.”


Nicola gave a bravura performance. He lived up to his billing mixing magic, humor, and escape tricks. He performed Uncanny Sorcery, demonstrated Chinese Mysteries, showed off the Secrets of India. (Nicola was really a world traveler and had performed in South America, Africa, Australia, China and India, bringing back with him local costumes, color and traditions from each country he visited.)


He made one his assistants into the Elastic Lady and for his grand finale he escaped from the Torture Chamber.


“That last is my only complaint,” Howard Lovecraft commented as he and Belknap Long left the auditorium. “Copied directly from Houdini. Houdini would have bounded onto the stage and denounced Nicola as a thief.”


They made their way to the Rathskeller beside Providence’s City Hall at Dorrance and Fulton for an after-theatre snack. Belknap picked up the tab for them both. He had a roll and juice; Howard, a bowl of spaghetti, a large slab of hot apple pie with two scoops of ice cream, one vanilla and one chocolate, and several cups of sugar-filled syrupy coffee. Belknap left the change from his dollar bill as a tip for the waitress.


Outside they shook hands and Belknap joined his parents at their hotel. Howard made his way by streetcar back to College Hill, found at Barnes Street that his two aunts had retired for the night, and took a small snack from the kitchen before retreating to his study. He wrote letters for several hours, including one to Farnsworth Wright praising the new author of ‘The Lost Race,’ then changed from his woolen suit to his nightshirt and climbed into his old bed, pleased with the first day of the new year.


He spent the following weeks living out his comfortable routine: much correspondence, polishing efforts on Supernatural Horror in Literature for Cook’s magazine (Cook wrote, mentioning the possibility of issuing Howard’s story “The Shunned House” as a slim volume uniform with the book of Belknap’s poems he had put out in ’26), continuing revisions for such clients as Zealia Reed, Eddy, Adolphe de Castro, Wilfred Talman, Hazel Heald. It occasionally struck him as odd that so many of his revision clients were women.


He worked less on tales of his own, although he struggled with some new tales and resurrected a few from old amateur journals, painstakingly tapping out new typescripts on his antique Postal machine and sending them off to Wright. Farnie accepted “The White Ship” and “Pickman’s Model” for use later in the year. But he turned down “In the Vault” and “The Call of Cthulhu,” the latter one of Howard’s own favorites. There was no understanding the maddening Wright. Sometimes he would reject a story and then buy it on resubmission, giving no explanation for the change of attitude!


The Dream-Quest of Unknown Kadath was completed, a strangely surrealistic tale of almost novel-length, based largely on Howard’s recurrent dreams of incomprehensible black rubbery creatures carrying him away to unknown lands, gibbering and caressing him as they flew through starry (or sometimes starless) night skies.


He didn’t, himself, know what to make of the story. He shoved the pages of tiny, spidery manuscript writing into a bottom drawer of his desk and left them there.


He had always been interested in astronomy and the mysteries that lay not in the skies but beyond them. Some of his earliest published works, other than his own amateur productions, had been a series of astronomical pieces for the Pawtuxet Valley Gleaner some twenty years before. Now his imagination soared heavenward again and returned with an idea of a malign something dropping to earth. He didn’t have a full grasp of what he wanted to do in the story. Something he’d read in the Providence Journal or Bulletin about the work of the Polish-born Frenchwoman, Marja Skoldowska Curie, had got mixed up with the notion of a strange meteorite.


The ideas whirled about, merged, surfaced in a yarn called “The Colour Out of Space.” He laid the narration against his beloved New England countryside, in an inland valley to the west of Salem, Massachusetts (which he called “Arkham” in his regional tales of terror). He built into the story all of the fears of creeping degeneracy, madness, and helplessness that hovered in the back of his mind, part of his family heritage. He thought the story was a good one, but not quite the kind of thing that Weird Tales featured. The theme was too modern and scientific, not gothic enough for Wright’s taste even though Farnie did run a fair number of “weird-scientific” stories in his magazine.


Howard put “The Color Out of Space” in a desk drawer, also, although he vowed to take it back out one day and find a proper market to which to submit it.


He had another letter from George Sylvester Viereck on the stationery of the Jackson Publishing Company. This time instead of expressing a generalized interest in meeting with Lovecraft, Viereck invited Howard to come to New York and see him at his office. He suggested a date early in February, adding that if Howard found this inconvenient and preferred another, he need only offer an alternative date and Viereck would make himself available if he was in town.


Howard examined the level of his bank account (low as ever, with Henneberger paying little and late, and the small income he had inherited from both the Lovecraft and the Phillips sides of his family growing perpetually less adequate in this era of rising prices). He sent a letter back to Viereck expressing his dedicated Anglophilia but reviving an ancient theme that Briton and Teuton were at least first cousins if not brothers, and admitting the possibility of a reconciliation.


Howard Lovecraft’s letter to Wright concerning the author of “The Lost Race” had brought no response, but another Weird Tales veteran, the Chicago newsman and poet Vincent Starrett, wrote to Lovecraft at Providence and mentioned that he expected to spend several months on the East Coast early in 1927. He was tired and discouraged with life in Chicago and planned to find lodging near New York and work on a fantasy novel involving the Fountain of Youth.


Howard wrote back to Starrett and suggested Belknap Long’s home as a contact point through which he could be reached. Starrett had done a handful of stories for Weird Tales under its original editor, Edwin Baird. When Baird split with publisher Joe Henneberger, Starrett had followed Baird over to the detective story field while Lovecraft remained with Weird Tales and its new editor. Even so they had maintained their friendship via correspondence.


Sunday, February 13, was a better day than most for the time of year. Howard bundled himself into warm traveling clothes, bade his aunts good-bye and hauled his battered, heavy suitcase via streetcar to the downtown Providence Union Station. He spent the railroad journey to New York looking through the day’s Providence Journal, letting even the comic section occupy his attention briefly. The only worthwhile feature was Henderson’s “Roger Williams Visits his Old Home Town,” but the anachronisms in the feature were annoying and he set it aside.


World events were moving in chaotic fashion toward some sort of crisis that Howard endeavored to fathom. The German cabinet crisis seemed to have ended for the moment, with President von Hindenberg persuading Chancellor Marx to form still another government. A civil war was raging in China but daily dispatches did more to confuse the issue than to clarify it. Certainly there was Russian interference in the situation, something that went back to the pre-Bolshevik days but that had grown intolerable since the rise of Lenin, Trotsky and Stalin. And there weren’t even two contending sides. More like five or six factions, at least half of them led by generals or marshals named Chang or Chiang. It was chaos.


Only orderly imperial Japan seemed to be handling itself in civilized fashion. The death of the old emperor, Yoshihito, had brought forth funereal pomp and tradition unmatched in the occidental world. The newspapers had reported the monarch’s cortege, the catafalque drawn through the demon-haunted night by a team of four sacred black-and-white oxen. The new emperor, the young Hirohito, one hundred twenty-fourth ruler of his line, had followed his father’s body past a million silent, prostrate mourners as the procession made its way lit only by paper lanterns to the traditional resting place of the emperors at Asakawa. Howard wished that he could have witnessed the obsequies—had he done so, he knew, he would have been the only foreigner present.


He had to admire that action by the Japanese. Here was a race, yellow though they were, who knew enough to hold themselves in purity and separation from the other strains of mankind. Unlike the foolish United States with its odious commingling of white and yellow, Briton and Teuton and bestial Slav.


He sighed.


The office of the Jackson Publishing Company was at 202 East 42nd Street. Howard made his way downtown from the Long demesne by elevated railroad, paying the five cent fare out of carefully budgeted funds. He had forced himself to rise before noon despite his longtime practice of sleeping until well past the middle of the day and remaining awake most of the following night. At 42nd Street he made his way across Manhattan on foot, observing the theatres and bookshops as he strode. The rewards of the metropolis—the small cafes, the remnants of architecture surviving from an earlier day (although hardly in this section, to be sure!), and most of all the numerous antiquarian bookstalls—were sadly offset by the bustling, crude throngs with their accents and foreign tongues, their dark skins and their barbaric ways.


He made his way to the Jackson office and was greeted by an efficient receptionist who asked him to step into Mr. Viereck’s office.


Viereck rose as Howard Lovecraft approached his desk. The office was a combination of businesslike clutter and luxury; the man was of a height with Howard, just under six feet tall, and wore a suit of astonishingly casual tweed material, more suitable, Lovecraft thought, for a country gentleman than a metropolitan businessman. Viereck’s tie was of a voluptuously patterned silk, a carnation sprang from his lapel, a handkerchief from his breast pocket. The man himself wore longish, brown hair that curled over his ears. Deep-set dark eyes peered through modern tortoise-shell spectacles.


He extended a hand in greeting. “Mr. Lovecraft. I am so pleased that you were able to join me.” He offered Howard a seat of luxurious leather upholstery.


“I am familiar with a number of your books, particularly The House of the Vampire. I was particularly taken by your notion of the psychic vampire Reginald Clarke. He is quite unlike any other rendition of the vampiric theme I have come across.”


Viereck, seated once more behind the polished wood of his desk, smiled. “That was a very long time ago. I’m afraid that fiction is something for which very little time remains to me.” His English was precise, flavored with only the slightest suggestion of his German birth. “The affairs of the contemporary world contain more of interest.”


“A pity. One might almost wish, sir, that you had continued in the vein of your early works. Your poetry, I thought, was quite admirable.”


“But obsolescent. The romantic school was doomed.”


“And your essay into the weird was most promising.”


“That was two decades ago, Mr. Lovecraft.”


“Still—” Howard’s eyes roved the row of volumes behind Viereck’s chair “—I recently looked through the pages of your novel once again. I was most taken by a particular passage. I wonder if you have a copy here.”


Viereck rose and walked to the bookshelf. “I permit myself the indulgence,” and he reached for a gold-stamped green volume, “of keeping my works at hand.” He stood, studying the book fondly, then handed it over to Howard.


“The dream of Ethel in which, ah,” and here Howard, turning the pages of the book, quoted, “ ‘She saw Clarke as she had seen him in days gone by, grotesquely transformed into a slimy sea-thing, whose hungry mouths shut sucking upon her and whose tentacles encircled her form.’ ”


He shut the book and returned it to Viereck. “I was discussing with young Belknapius Long, a fantasy author of whom you may have heard, the common connection between themes of the sea and feelings of terror. Your own mention in the novel is a striking example.”


Viereck shook his head, his loosely curled hair dancing with the movement. Once more he laughed. “Such matters are ancient history, Mr. Lovecraft. Flattered though I am by your enthusiasm, I wish to discuss the world of 1927, not that of 1907. So much has changed, so many errors have been made, and yet such promise is present, the world may rise to Olympian heights or plunge into chaos and tyranny in the next decade.”


“I quite agree. For much of the time I attempt to hold myself aloof from the vulgar squabbles and petty disputes of the political world, but matters of global import find their way through even to His Majesty’s Colony of Rhode-Island and Providence Plantations. The situation in Europe, that in China, the Bolshevist threat. The world is in sorry straits, Mr. Viereck. But what service could an old gentleman who spends his declining days scratching away at little moody tales contribute to the salvation of mankind? I fear that the world is plunging into chaos, even extinction. But in the scale of the cosmos, such is the inevitable fate of all worlds, anyway.”


“Sir, I cannot accept your pessimistic view.”


“Sir, you are not required to accept it.”


There was a moment of tense silence, then Viereck leaned forward, wrists on his desk-top, hands upraised placatingly. “Let us not quarrel. I really have in mind a more constructive scheme than that.” He stopped and sat upright again, pulling a gold watch from the pocket of his tweed vest. “Will you join me for luncheon? I’ve made a reservation at the Waldorf. We can talk further.”




CHAPTER THREE:


A MARTOONI AND A BOILERMAKER


VIERECK HAILED a taxi in front of his office building and they sped back to Fifth Avenue, then downtown to 34th Street. “You are familiar with New York?” Viereck asked Howard.


“I lived in Brooklyn at one time, but am a born and bred Rhode Islander. I find much of interest here, but have never considered New York my home.”


Viereck nodded. “I am European-born myself. But I have lived in the United States since 1895. Since I was eleven years of age. I consider America my home, almost my bride, while the country of my birth will forever remain my fatherland. I tell you this, Mr. Lovecraft, because many seem to find it hard to understand.”


“Your activities during the Great War are very well known, Mr. Viereck.”


Viereck raised a hand as if to gesture in reply but the driver pulled to the curb and a uniformed doorman opened the door of the cab. Viereck paid off the fare and he and Howard climbed from the taxi. They stood for a moment gazing across the street at the splendid shopping facade, then entered the Waldorf and, Viereck in the lead, made their way to the Turkish Salon where their reservation was held.


They sat in plush Turkish-style easy chairs set on rich Persian carpets. Before their waiter approached a Turk in old-style pantaloons and vest appeared, bowed, signaled forward an olive-skinned boy who poured cups of thick coffee from a long-necked pitcher of hammered brass.


Viereck lifted his miniature decorated cup and toasted, “To better understanding, Mr. Lovecraft.”


Howard considered a moment and raised his own cup, sipped the muddy mixture.


“Mr. Lovecraft, as I mentioned, I believe that the world stands at the brink of a new era. Whether it will be an era of justice and good feelings or one of villainy and bitterness is yet to be determined. And it is my strong conviction that the unliquidated heritage of the Great War is the most serious threat to international harmony and progress.


“You asked what a person like yourself could contribute to the rectification of these wrongs.”


“Indeed. I had my day of railing at the mighty. They move on their plane and I on mine. Perhaps it is difficult for a man like yourself to understand the position in which I find myself. My family is one of the elder and more distinguished in the city of Providence. It would hardly be seemly for me to take part in petty squabbles.”


Viereck looked surprised. “Petty squabbles? Mr. Lovecraft, we are discussing the fate of nations!”


Howard did not reply.


“And as for family, Mr. Lovecraft.” Howard looked up at this, waited for Viereck to continue. “It is not widely known, but there exists a link of blood between the royal House of Hohenzollern and the Viereck family.”


“I was unaware of that, sir. Nor would I be quick to announce it were I in your position. The late butchery is remembered in many quarters.”


“The injustices of the settlement, the treacherous manner in which the war itself was ended, must be redressed. I have no shame in my relationship to the Kaiser. I take pride in it. You are aware, perhaps, that I was the first journalist to whom His Majesty granted an interview following the war.”


“And are you a restorationist? Would you set Wilhelm back on his throne?”


Viereck paused before replying. The coffee-boy approached and freshened the cups of both men. When he had moved on to serve others Viereck said, “The German people must decide for themselves between empire and republic, between the old colors and the new. I can tell you this, sir. I have nothing but reverence for President von Hindenberg but the man is over seventy-nine years of age. His constitution is strong and his will is iron but no man escapes death forever. Once the President is gone from the scene, I do not expect the republic long to survive.


“What new form of governance replaces this republic, we shall see.” His carefully manicured hands moved gracefully through the air, punctuating each point, his mobile face changed expression with each change of phrase.


Howard Lovecraft, stone-faced, replied, “I read your piece about that portrait-painter, the so-called National Socialist who wound up in jail afterwards. How does he fit in with restoration ism?” Before Viereck could answer, Lovecraft added, “I have read many of your pieces. You have associated with a fascinating range of personages. Aleister Crowley, Herbert George Wells, Ramsay MacDonald, those degenerates Freud and Ellis. How could you associate with such men?”


“Such men as Freud and Havelock Ellis? Why, they have given us the keys to human understanding. Their insights are among the most profound in the history of thought! Associate with them? I admire them as I do few others on the face of the earth!”


“And yet,” Lovecraft persisted, “you knew others with whom you broke.”


“Whom do you mean, sir?”


“Mr. Roosevelt. Mr. Wilson. Although,” and Howard permitted himself a slight smile, “I thought your characterization of the late Woodrow was apt.”


“That he wished to be remembered as the greatest Englishman of his generation? I fear that the President did not take kindly to that comment. But actually, all that I sought in my exchanges with Mr. Wilson and Mr. Roosevelt was an even-handed policy by America toward the European powers. How much to our nation’s credit that we alone rejected the shameful Treaty of Versailles!


“Did you know how Germany was tricked at the end of the Great War? She was never beaten! While diplomats and propagandists spoke glibly of peace with honor, peace without victory, they were plotting all the while to betray Germany and seize her rightful belongings. Why, with the Tsar overthrown and the Russian Empire out of the war, Germany could have fought on indefinitely, could have made her way to final triumph. But she was tricked into the false armistice, and when she had voluntarily laid down her arms her traitorous foes leaped upon her defenseless body and ravaged the innocent nation.


“But I can tell you this, Mr. Lovecraft. I can assure you of this. Sooner or later Barbarossa will arise. He may come crowned as an Emperor, he may come as a Dictator risen out of the ranks, or he may be the elected Representative of the People. But sooner or later he will heed the call of his race. All countries speaking the German language will be united under the German flag, just as all people who speak French are united under the tri-colored banner of France!


“I do not believe that the Kaiser will sit contentedly in Doom watching the flow of the world about him. Do you know what Mussolini said to me about the Kaiser? A man once schooled to rule could never be satisfied with a lesser post, and the Emperor at Doom is no different from Napoleon at St. Helena! There speaks a wise man, of another fine and noble man whose only error was to believe in the nobility of men of lesser breed. Like the late Mr. Wilson.” There was a silence, then Viereck added, “By the way, the bon mot concerning President Wilson which you kindly attributed to me, was in fact spoken first by His Majesty, Wilhelm II, when I met with him and the Empress Hermine.”


“I think that I understand where we stand, sir. I think that you do as well.” Howard put down his cup with a clatter. “I thank you for the invitation to luncheon but I do not truly see much point in continuing this conversation. If you will excuse me.”


Before he could rise Viereck had reached forward and grasped him by the arm. “Please, Mr. Lovecraft.”


“What more can be achieved, sir? A dozen years ago I wrote that you were a liar and a sneak.”


“I was called worse than that. I am concerned with the present and the correction of the errors of the past, not with raking up ancient slights.”


“You know that I am loyal to the United States.”


“As am I, sir.”


“And to the Anglo-Saxon race and the Crown at Windsor;”


“Did you not also write that Briton and Teuton are brothers?”


“At one time, perhaps.” Grudgingly, he slid back into the soft cushion of his armchair.


Viereck signaled a waiter. “If I may, Mr. Lovecraft.” The waiter disappeared, to return with plates of dolma, skewers of roast lamb and tomatoes and peppers, thick disks of soft, warm bread. Howard watched Viereck for clues as to how to eat the alien food, followed Viereck’s lead and commented appreciatively.


“All of this aside,” Howard finally said, “I do not quite understand why you wished to meet me. Frankly, Mr. Viereck, it was my hope at first that the Jackson Press was interested in bringing out a volume of my stories. I have held discussions with such houses as Putnam’s and Simon & Schuster, but nothing has materialized. It was in hope of gathering such a collection for your company that I first responded to your contact.”


“Ah, fantasy, fantasy. No, that isn’t quite my intention, I am afraid.”


“You have totally abandoned your interest in fiction, then?”


“Not quite,” Viereck said. “In fact I’ve been working on a little book for some time now along with a friend. Perhaps you’ve heard of Paul Eldridge? No? Well, a good fellow; we’ve done a slim little thing on the theme of long life. It’s in the final stages now and we should have it in our publisher’s hands shortly.”


He leaned back, patted his rather vivid lips with a linen napkin. “But I do not publish any fantasy, or any fiction at all. At least, not to date. But should other matters work out to mutual satisfaction—” he leaned forward, tapped a tile-inlaid table-top with one fingertip “—I think we might reconsider that policy.”


He arched an eyebrow inquisitively at Howard Lovecraft.


Howard slumped in his seat, steepled his fingers beneath his long jaw, closed his eyes to give consideration to Viereck’s suggestion. Presumably Viereck wished to hire Howard for some sort of ghosting or revision work—or for an outright assignment—in the field of politics. Could he write pro-German propaganda? Certainly he had despised the Kaiser during the war, but actually his feelings toward the deposed ruler were not as strong as he had implied in his quarrel with Viereck.


In fact, there were strong forces moving in the German republic. And Viereck was not unalterably wedded to the idea of imperial restoration. Could Howard square such work with his own loyalties to the English crown? And what, precisely, was it that Viereck wanted of him? Somehow, through all the thicket of argument and history, that element had never fully emerged.


Howard opened his eyes and found Viereck gazing patiently at him. “Exactly what is it that you wish of me?” Howard asked.


Before he replied Viereck reached inside his tweed jacket and drew out a silver cigar case. He reached forward and offered a cigar to Howard, who gestured his refusal. Viereck extracted a black cigar, replaced the case, drew a tip-cutter from another pocket and used it, then found a silver flint-and-alcohol cigar lighter in his clothing and lit the cigar. He drew deeply on it, leaned back and exhaled blue smoke toward the velvet plush ceiling of the Turkish Salon.


“I seek merely an honest observer, to meet with a group of important and distinguished personages and to write honestly of those meetings.”


Howard Lovecraft shook his head unbelievingly. Viereck was one of the most successful of all journalists in the country. “Why don’t you do it yourself? You have the reputation, the outlets and the associations. Besides, I fear that I am growing a trifle too old for such active pursuits as journalism. It’s about time for this old gentleman to retire to a warm spot beside a cheering log, a rug upon my lap and a cat beside the hearth.” He attempted a smile as he spoke, to suggest that the words were not entirely serious, yet even to his own ears they carried more conviction than he intended them to, or at any rate than he consciously intended.


“But how did you come to select me, Mr. Viereck, in all seriousness.”


Now Viereck smiled. “As for your advanced years, I suspect that I am of a more senior vintage than you and it doesn’t stop me from pursuing an active career. I think you place yourself in the chimney corner prematurely. Would you try an experiment with me? Let us write our birth-dates on slips of paper and exchange them.”


Howard agreed and reached inside his dark woolen suit jacket for the trusty black Waterman he always carried, and for the small spiral pad that he used to keep stray notions for stories until he could reach home and transfer the notes to his commonplace book. He carefully wrote August 20, 1890, on a corner of the top sheet, creased and tore it off and folded it.


Simultaneously Viereck drew a silver-filigreed Schaeffer and monogrammed alligator notebook from inside his tweed jacket. Howard caught a glimpse of Viereck’s motion as he made his own. Viereck jotted a few figures and they exchanged slips. Howard read the numbers 31-12-84, frowned for a moment in puzzlement, then said, “Ah, the European fashion. For a moment I wondered what the thirty-first month was called.” They both laughed. “Yes, you are correct, of course. By nearly six years. But that does not explain your selection of my humble self for this prospective assignment.”


Viereck tapped the ash from his cigar, placed it carefully on the edge of a standing ash-tray provided by the management of the Salon. He leaned forward, gazing with utmost seriousness through his tortoiseshell spectacles, a single curl of his luxuriant hair fallen carelessly on his brow.


“Let me be utterly frank about this, Mr. Lovecraft. For most of my adult life I have devoted the greater part of my energies to the task of explaining the cause and the nature of the German nation to the American. I have been accused of the most vile crimes and dishonorable actions. During the Great War, when I and my family were residing at my wife’s ancestral home in Mount Vernon, I was forced by hostile mobs to leave that city and return to live in Manhattan, and was able for some months to see my wife and sons only by sneaking back to Mount Vernon under cover of darkness and sneaking away again before dawn the following morning.


“I have been vilified, harassed and threatened. For all that I am widely published and widely read, my words are greeted in too many quarters with suspicion. My objectivity in the matter of America’s position and Europe’s future is highly suspect.


“What I need is a man of high intellect and elegance of expression—I do not flatter you but merely state the truth to say that you are that man—whose heritage is Old American and whose ancestry is Anglo-Saxon. I am European-born and of German ancestry, you see, and my credentials are thus shadowed. Yours, sir, are impeccable. Does that answer your question adequately?”


“And your intention? Just what future do you propose for the European nations?”


Viereck waved one hand airily, with the other retrieving his smoldering cigar. Before he answered he puffed its gray tip back to a reddish glow. “The Versailles agreements must be revised. The question of German reparations must be settled once and forever. Lost territories must be restored. The threat of Bolshevist expansion must be met. I visited Soviet Russia, you know, and attempted to secure an audience with Lenin, who was then still living, or with Trotsky, or at least with Premier Rykoff. I, who have exchanged letters and who have visited the crowned heads and sash-decorated Presidents of nations, was fobbed off onto some petty officials.”


He leaned back expansively. “Within the United States there must also be reform, but domestic improvements go hand-in-hand with correctives to the world order. There are several groups working for reform within this country and in the world order. There is no formal alliance among them, but progressive-minded Americans of many classes and movements maintain an informal alliance. I would like you to attend a small social gathering of a few such persons. You will be under no obligation, of course. Will you attend? Perhaps an informal gathering at my home one evening soon.”


It surely seemed a harmless investigation. Howard agreed; he shook hands with Viereck as they left the Waldorf, then turned his steps downtown as he embarked on a tour of book-scouting at the shops and stalls of lower Fourth Avenue.


Back at the Longs’ for dinner Howard received a message from Vincent Starrett. Starrett had telephoned during the afternoon and left the number of a friend through whom Howard could reach him.


Howard lifted the earpiece of the telephone and gave Central the number; when the call was answered he identified himself and asked if the other party was indeed Vincent Starrett.


“No, this is Alex Laing, Vincent’s host. I’ll call him to the phone.”


Starrett replaced Laing, his voice flatter, drier, with a Midwesterner’s steadiness that contrasted with Laing’s New York stridency and Howard Lovecraft’s own mild New England tone and his carefully cultivated Briticisms. Starrett was staying with Laing for a few days before moving on to Beechhurst and his writing project. He’d taken a leave of absence from newspapering in Chicago and didn’t know when (if ever) he’d go back to it, but his past record of occupational ventures into the writing of poetry, fiction and criticism, into editing and publishing, had always led back to the city room and, he expected, would do so again.


Laing’s place was an apartment in the Studio Building on West 10th Street. Howard agreed to join Starrett and Laing for the evening.


Hesitantly he interrupted young Belknapius’s concentration on a poem he was worrying into shape (it was called “The White People” and would appear in Weird Tales the following November). Would the child care to join his grandpa on the ride downtown and the visit with Starrett and Laing? Belknapius admitted to being sorely tempted but insisted that “The White People” had to be finely tuned to pass Pharnabus’s scrutiny, and work deferred merely piled up until it overwhelmed the striver. Thus: Howard was to express Belknap Long’s regrets to the others.


He took a leisurely ride downtown, shivering slightly even in the interior of the streetcar, disembarked at 10th Street and looked for the number he’d been given.


The Studio Building was more modern than Howard really cared for, its brick exterior tending slightly to Spartan simplicity, yet it was designed with a certain grace and dignity that spoke well of its makers. Howard rang the apartment buzzer and was greeted at the foyer door by Alex Laing and Vincent Starrett.


The former was a short, dynamic man whose movements were as vigorous, almost to the point of abruptness, as his speech. He was a native New Yorker, tough and bright.


Starrett was tall, broad-shouldered, with a classic profile and a great pompadour of dark hair that glistened beneath the ceiling light. His handclasp was hearty; he gave the impression of a northern bear.


The three men were nearly of an age.


Howard opened the conversation. “You and I have a great deal to discuss, Vincentius. I want to hear all about Bairdy and Pharnabus and Joe Henneberger, what’s happening in Chicago and what your plans are for this magnum opus you’re undertaking. But first, Mr. Laing, I wonder if I might prevail upon you to detail some of the history of this remarkable building. It is one of the more interesting structures I’ve seen of late.”


“Ah, Alex,” Starrett interjected, “Howard is a great student of antiquities and he positively dotes on architecture. I’ve had letters from him thousands of words in length detailing the fanlight design and gambrel roofs of colonial survivors in Pennsylvania and Maryland.”


Lovecraft gestured deprecatingly. “I’m hardly the student that Vincent makes me out. But I do have an interest in the design of buildings. I trust you know something of this one’s history.”


“A bit.”


“I should place its construction at the late 1850s. Am I correct? That’s really after my period, I much prefer the eighteenth century to the nineteenth.”


Laing’s laugh resembled the bark of a husky. “I’m not much on that kind of stuff but the landlord gives out brochures with your lease. Let me see if I can dig one up.”


He rummaged through a tall chiffonier, emerged with a tattered pamphlet printed on heavy, yellowish stock. “Here you go.”


Howard caught the pamphlet in midair, frowned at the almost rough-house behavior of Laing. He concentrated on the slim pages, shook off an offer of refreshment without speaking. After a few moments he looked up, sparkling-eyed. “Ah-hah! Listen to this! Vincent, do you know anything about this building? No? Then, it was designed by Richard Morris Hunt, best known for the Vanderbilt mansions in the East 50s. Ah, vulgar and gingerbready, those. This building has far more to recommend it. The Studio Building has been a headquarters for the arts and literature since its construction. John LaFarge and Winslow Homer both lived in this building.


“I congratulate you on your place of residence, Mr. Laing.”


“You want that thing?” Laing indicated the landlord’s brochure still held by Howard. “Keep it. I don’t need the thing!”


Howard thanked him and slipped the brochure into a pocket.


“Listen, if nobody wants any refreshments here, let’s get out and see a few sights before they roll up the sidewalk. Okay, Charley? Lovecraft?”


They strolled from the Studio Building to Seventh Avenue, then turned down until they came to an Italian restaurant just off Sheridan Square. Outside the restaurant a battered black alley cat approached to beg for food. Howard knelt on the sidewalk and offered the cat a sniff of his hand. “Sorry, pussy, I have nothing for you. Wait around, though, I’ll bring you a snack afterwards.”


The cat meowed and brushed Howard’s knee, then retreated into the shadows.


Inside the restaurant they were approached by a tuxedoed maître d’. Alex, in the lead, reached into his pocket, then shook hands with the captain. “This way, Mr. Laing.” They trooped past couples and groups at red-checkered tables, through a curtained arch and into a second dining room virtually identical to the first.


When the waiter approached Laing drew him down to the table and told him something in a low voice, then they all ordered dinner. Over antipasto Howard asked Starrett for a report on the Chicago crowd.


“You’re the only man I know who could ask that and not expect to hear about Scarface Al Capone, Torrio, Dion O’Banion and the rest of that crew!”


“You’re speaking of the rum-runners and other criminal types. I realize that your professional associations require familiarity with such but I would much prefer to see them shipped back to Sicily or County Cork. Of course I was seeking information on the Weird Tales circle.”


Starrett reached for a celery stalk, studied it abstractedly for a moment, then crunched off the last inch or so and spoke around it.


“You know, Howard, I’ve always been in sympathy with that magazine, but I just don’t believe there’s enough of a following for that kind of material to support it. At least, not more than just barely. Joe Henneberger takes a lot of harsh commentary but the miracle is not in his paying little and late—it’s in his meeting his bills at all! He and Wright make sacrifices to keep that magazine alive.”


“I have mixed feelings about Brother Pharnabus, Vincent. I am somewhat of a conservative old codger myself, of course.”


“One had noticed,” Starrett smiled.


“But that fellow will not run a story that has the least tincture of innovation in it. He seems terrified of using anything not thoroughly familiar to his readers.”


“Makes innovation seem impossible, eh?”


“Ah, but it is not! A few of us in the circle have found a way to fool Brother Pharnabus!”


“Are you sure you want to mention this in the presence of Alex?”


Howard turned toward Laing. “Don’t worry, pal,” Laing snapped. Before Lovecraft could resume, Laing signaled to a waiter and in a moment the remnants of the antipasto were cleared away and a steaming tureen of minestrone was placed on the table. “I’ll be the daddy,” Laing said, ladling the soup into bowls for them.


Howard said, “I just wouldn’t want this to get back to Pharnabus. The trick is simple. You just take your returned manuscript and wait for six months, then send it back to Farnie with a note saying you’ve made the changes he recommended and you agree with him that they add greatly to the story’s merit.”


“What changes?” Starrett asked.


“No changes! But now that he’s seeing the story a second time Farnie doesn’t have to contend with something he’s never encountered before and he can judge it on its merits!”


Starrett and Laing burst into laughter. “Have you actually done that to him?” Laing demanded.


“Oh yes. He took ‘The Cats of Ulthar’ that way, and ‘The Outsider,’ and ‘The Music of Erich Zann.’ I was heartbroken when he returned ‘Erich Zann’ the first time. When I sent it back he bought it.”


“Good for you, Lovecraft!” Laing slapped him on the shoulder. “I’ll have to watch for that trick where I work!”


Lovecraft’s face clouded. “I should have asked, sir. I did not realize that you were a literary man yourself.”


Starrett said, “I should have mentioned that, Howard. Alex works for a publisher down on Broadway.”


“Experimenter Publishing,” Laing amplified. “You know them? Nice line of magazines, Science and Invention, French Humor….”


“What’s that?” Starrett’s eyes twinkled.


“Risqué stuff like ‘Heavens! Some port wine on my dress! How can I take it off?’ ‘Right there…on the side…those little hooks.”


Starrett and Laing burst into laughter. When they had subsided, Howard Lovecraft asked if that was all the company produced.


“Oh, no,” Laing paused to break a chunk of bread off a hard-crusted loaf, “we do other stuff. A lot of radio stuff, the old Dutchman who runs the outfit loves science. And some magic books. And he has something that he calls Amazing Stories. Got a thousand year old man to edit it for him. I don’t have much to do with it but I was looking at some copy the other day, we got in a script from your Chicago buddy Ed Burroughs that you wouldn’t believe, Charley! Green men and egg-laying women and a weird doctor cutting off people’s skulls and swapping their brains around!”


“Hah! Good old Ed. You know, he doesn’t live in Chicago any longer. Moved to the west coast years ago. Nice enough fellow, I was sorry to see him leave. But he said his family couldn’t take the winters. Say, maybe that would be an alternate market for you, Howard. You really shouldn’t be so dependent on Weird Tales, you know. One disaster and you’d have nowhere left so send your yarns.”


“Sure, Lovecraft. Send over anything you got. I don’t buy for the science book but I’ll see that your stuff goes right.”


Howard agreed to consider the matter.


Their entrees arrived, Howard’s a mound of spaghetti drenched in tomato sauce and topped with a single gigantic meatball. He watched the waiter deftly place other dishes in front of Alex Laing and Charles Vincent Starrett, then produce a wicker-covered bottle, uncork it, and present a tiny portion for Laing to sample.


“Is that—” Howard half-asked as the waiter, having poured three glasses of dark-red fluid, disappeared.


“Chianti. Right offa the boat.”


“But—what about the law?”


Starrett and Laing laughed.


“To printer’s ink and vintner’s brew, two nobler fluids ne’er joined their flow.” Starrett touched his glass to Howard’s and Laing’s. He and Laing sipped, commented favorably and began to dine.


Howard Lovecraft, still holding his glass suspiciously before him, sniffed once at the dark wine, took a tiny sip and put the glass down. He sampled his spaghetti—it was excellent—and took a second, slightly larger, sip of the Chianti.


Three bottles later they had finished their entrees. For dessert Howard had two portions of cannoli with his black, sweet espresso. On the way out he took a sliver of meatball, carefully wrapped in a napkin, for his battered friend of the sidewalk.


Laing led the way, Howard swaying slightly, eastward on Eighth Street. Vincent Starrett diverted their progress down the steps of a cellar bookshop whose light still burned and he and Howard had a good browse—the only purchase was a clean Mystery of the Yellow Room that Vincent picked up for twenty cents. “Ben Abramson offered me this Leroux for 85 cents,” Starrett triumphed. “I told him it wasn’t worth it and he said I’d never do better! I’ll have to write to the old coot about this! It’s the first and as nice a copy as I’ve seen. Of course, they don’t make books the way they used to.”


“I don’t understand you first edition collectors,” Howard commented. Somehow, he found his speech a trifle slurred and his tongue a bit clumsy but his thoughts were as sharp as ever. “I should think that a last edition would be more significant than a first. The author’s final word, as it were.”


“Interesting thought,” Starrett replied. “But no one understands a collector except another collector anyhow. Isn’t that right, Alex?”


Laing said, “Come on, let’s find a speak.”


In the next block Laing stopped and knocked on a residential door. It opened a crack, then shut and opened again, completely. He led the way into a grimy corridor, then through another door that led into a brightly lighted room where a small orchestra played and chic couples, the women in bobbed hair and short skirts, flung themselves around a dance floor.


At one side of the room stood a polished bar of dark wood, a brass rail a few inches off the floor in front of it, a mirrored wall behind it. A hearty fellow in a brass-buttoned red jacket presided.


Howard Lovecraft felt himself overcome by an impulse and commanded, “Coachman, whip up the team and let us go!”


The man grinned and approached the three newcomers. Vincent Starrett said “Let me have a martini. Don’t bruise the gin.” Laing asked for something called a boilermaker.


After a lengthy silence Howard realized that the bartender was looking at him expectantly. He turned to Starrett, then to Laing, then said, “Ah, the same for me.”


“The same what?” the bartender asked.


“The same as my companions,” Howard explained.


The bartender shrugged and turned away.


“You gonna drink a martooni and a boilermaker?” Alex Laing asked Howard.


“I’ve never tried either. I thought it would be a good way to discover which I prefer.”


Alex Laing glanced past Howard at Charles Vincent Starrett who was studiously examining his image in the mirror. “O-h-h,” Laing nodded.


Later Howard had vague recollections of being lifted by Starrett on one side and Laing on the other, of being placed in the back seat of a taxi, and of being helped into the Longs’ apartment at 100th Street. The next morning he blinked once and shut his eyes again for the next six hours. When he did get up he couldn’t find his hat, his good gray fedora that he’d owned for years, and he was heartbroken at the loss.




CHAPTER FOUR:


THE QUIET HOURS OF THE NIGHT


BEFORE HOWARD returned to Providence he told his friend Belknapius about his extended interview with Viereck, the brief session at the Jackson Press office on 42nd Street and the longer dialogue at the Waldorf. Long sat listening attentively, chewing on the stem of a cold pipe, grinning at Howard’s narrative.


“You didn’t spring across the table and throttle the fellow with your bare hands, at least. Back during the Great War you might have, you know. I remember times when even the mention of Irish separatism, no less the Kaiser, could bring you to a rage.”


“Viereck seemed actually to be a fairly decent person, grandson. I still cannot go along with his ideas of Pan-Germanism, of course. And as for the Kaiser, and that painter fellow with his so-called National Socialism—”


“I’m aware that socialism is anathema to you,” Long interjected.


“That’s one thing for which we can thank Mr. Viereck. He is the only man I know who has succeeded in getting a definition of National Socialism out of Herr Hitler. Did I ever mention it to you, or did you chance to see his article about the interview he did with Adolf in Munich a few years ago? No? A very odd thing. He says that he uses the term to mean the science dealing with the common weal. It has nothing to do with Marxism—in his view, of course. What he winds up with is something like Mussolini’s fascism. Hitler also has some interesting racial theories. I think he’s rather a crude fellow, it seems unlikely that a people like the Germans would ever place such a man in power. But he has some worthwhile ideas.”


“But what, specifically, does Viereck want you to do, Howard?” Long glanced at Howard expectantly. “And—do you know what he meant by that remark about his connection with the Hohenzollerns?”


“To reply to your questions in inverse sequence—I do not know what his remark meant. I have a sneaking suspicion that he may have been referring to some sort of left-handed blood-tie, if you take my meaning, sonny.


“Regarding what he wants me to do, it would apparently be some sort of journalistic task. He seems impressed by my Old American credentials. Nice to encounter someone who appreciates the value of deep-sunk roots and lengthy blood-lines. Sometimes I find myself wondering if everyone in America did not just limp down the gangplank from a steerage hold except for thee and me, Belknapius. And occasionally I have my doubts about thee!”


They had a good laugh at that.


“At any rate, we left it rather inconclusive. I am invited to a gathering, date indeterminate as yet, to meet the people Viereck admires. Beyond that, we shall simply have to see.


“And so, with grateful thanks for your solicitous hospitality, I shall hie myself to 125th Street and board the next homeward-bound iron horse. Providence calleth. As does my desk and my work!”


He was home in time for a late repast with his two aunts. Afterwards he read his accumulated mail and examined his copy of the February Weird Tales, the first sign of which had been its appearance in the Providence station on his way home. Strange is the way of publishing!


The cover illustration was a truly distressing work featuring a lurid female figure, and the only story of particular interest was “The Man Who Cast No Shadow,” one of those Jules de Grandin concoctions of Seabury Quinn’s. It was really amazing, they were foolish little stories, clumsily crafted, shallowly characterized, dealing with the most hackneyed themes of vampirism, lycanthropy, walking mummies and the like—yet they did possess an undeniable naïve charm all their own.


Howard pored through the rest of the issue, finally examining the letters from readers featured in the Eyrie. He was delighted at the suggestion of one Sophie Wenzel Ellis of Little Rock, Arkansas. “Why do you not select a group of your best stories and issue them in book form?” asked Reader Ellis. “I should like to see you publish more stories of the sort which is exquisitely fanciful, such as ‘The Woman of the Wood’ by Merritt, ‘The Moon Bog’ and ‘The Outsider’ by Lovecraft, and ‘The Dreamer of Atlanaat’ by Price.”


Now there was company in which he would take pleasure! He had admired Merritt for years, ever since encountering his short story “Through the Dragon Glass” in the All-Story Weekly a decade before, and his fine novel The Moon Pool (a well read but tenderly preserved first edition of which still graced Howard’s shelf) two years later. As for Ed Price—why, there was as tough and vinegary a youngster as Howard had encountered in his life. And a good craftsman, too, still learning his trade, improving with each passing year.


Howard was so elated by the Ellis letter that he couldn’t contain himself. His aunts had retired for the night so there was no one about the Barnes Street apartment he could talk with, consequently he fortified himself with a pot of fresh coffee, bundled into his warmest clothing and essayed out into the February night for a walking tour.


Even though the air was cold he felt secure, at home in his own city. He’d wrapped a scarf around his head to replace the lost fedora, and he was able to stay reasonably warm, free of the numbing lethargy that overcame him when the temperature dropped too far. He did miss the fedora, though. If ever there was a strong argument for the enforcement of prohibition, Howard’s unhappy experience in New York provided it. How could a gentleman maintain any semblance of decorum when his tongue was clumsy, his vision fuzzy, his equilibrium destroyed by alcohol!


He drew the scarf, an old gray woolen veteran, closer over his ears, shoved his hands deep into overcoat pockets and made his way down Barnes Street to Prospect, then turned left and headed through the still New England night, a solitary traveler through the heart of his most loved hours. At Angell Street he turned again, walking slowly by moon and starlight. There were no houses still illuminated at this hour, the sparsely distributed streetlamps did not burn so late either, and no automobile headlamps moved through the quiet section at this nocturnal hour.


The only sounds were the occasional barkings of dogs, yowls of alley-cats; Howard strained his ears in hopes of detecting the purl of the Seekonk but it was as yet too far distant.


Angell Street sloped upward as far as the highest point of College Hill, then fell away again toward the Seekonk and East Providence beyond.


Howard stopped at the sight of two blazing orbs, spoke softly and was rewarded by their wary approach. He crouched on the sidewalk and called softly until the cat, deciding that he was at least provisionally trustworthy, advanced to within arm’s reach. It was a big black tom, veteran of many an alley scuffle, and like most felines of its ilk, almost pathetically affectionate when greeted by a truly sympathetic human being. Howard stroked the cat, earning a low purr as his reward.


Oh, how this fellow reminded him of Nigger-man, the dear companion of his boyhood! Nigger-man had been a truer friend to Howard than any contemporary, or for that matter, than any member even of his family with the possible exception of his Grandfather Phillips. He’d had his playmates about the streets of College Hill, but he’d always been a shy child, and in at best irregular health. But he’d known every tom and tabby for blocks around, and been friend of them all.


He gave the black torn a parting scratch behind the ears and continued along Angell, savoring the stillness of the Providence night. Finally he halted before a tall wooden house, studying the angles of the pitched roof, the brick chimney, the rising lawn and covered porch and bay windows. He stood, one hand on the wooden picket fence that surrounded the lawn and trees and house; Howard gazed upward, unmoving.


It was the house where he had spent the days of his childhood, the first home that he could remember. Here he had his only recollections of his father, Winfield Scott Lovecraft, dressed in dark outfit and gleaming buttons, looking so splendid that even now, nearly thirty years after his death, Howard could visualize his father as he sat in his favorite chair.


But his father had suffered from intermittent paralysis, from growing madness, perhaps—Howard shuddered at the thought, but could not put it from his mind for all his efforts to do so—from syphilis. Winfield had been hospitalized and had died. And some twenty years later Howard’s mother had followed her husband, to the same asylum and finally to the same fate.


He shuddered.


It had been his grandfather who had been the light and the inspiration of his boyhood, his grandfather who had helped him to overcome his fear of darkness (to the point where he lived, as a matter of choice, mostly by night), who had inspired his love of the fantastic, the exotic, the bizarre.


Whipple Phillips had filled the Angell Street house with wondrous books, the works of Anne Radcliffe, Monk Lewis, Charles Maturin; he provided young Howard with endless hours of deliciously terrifying ghost stories and had encouraged his childhood reading of Arabian Nights, of the tales of the brothers Grimm and of Nathaniel Hawthorn.


How the family fortunes had fallen, to the point where Howard and his surviving aunts had to make do with a rented apartment instead of the splendid house before which he now stood, living on their tiny legacy and his own small literary earnings!


His musings were interrupted by a soft but persistent brushing against his leg. He looked down and again those eyes blazed up at him. The tom had followed him and was demanding further homage.


“Ah, Nigger-man,” Howard whispered, “if only I had you back. Here is our home and all.” He lifted the cat and held it close to his face, petting and cooing to it in a display of tenderness he would never have made before human witnesses. “Nigger-man, are you really back from that land where go all who depart the mortal plane? Have you come back to haunt your old house and your old friend?


“You’ll not find me here at Angell Street very often, and pets are unwelcome at Barnes. It’s a cruel world to which you’ve returned, dear Nigger-man.”


Regretfully ho placed the cat on the cement and turned back. He had thought to continue along Angell Street to Blackstone Park, to stand at the edge of Narragansett Boat Club and gaze into the black waters of the Seekonk, but the chill of the February night was penetrating his garments and Howard instead returned to his home and the warmth of his bed.


His last thought before falling asleep was that he would set out tomorrow to find a replacement for his lost fedora; from that thought his mind wandered into the half-asleep world of fantastic shapes and images he had known since childhood, and thence into deeper slumber and even wilder dreams from which he wakened hours later, unrested.


He awakened to the sight of his aunt Lillian hovering over him, concerned. “You were out very late, Howard. I heard you return to the house. Was there anything wrong?”


He shook his head, explained that it was merely a nocturnal stroll. He mentioned meeting the reincarnated Nigger-man and their visit to Angell Street.


Aunt Lillian said that she would prepare some breakfast while Howard shaved and dressed.


After eating, Howard examined the day’s mail. Greatest interest lay in letters from W. Paul Cook, Clark Ashton Smith (or Klarkash-ton, as he signed his letters), and from Howard’s wife Sonia.


Cook’s missive contained cheering and exciting news. The wizard of Athol had decided definitely to publish a book of Howard Lovecraft’s authorship! He wished to use “The Shunned House,” and hoped to obtain for the volume an introduction by Howard’s friend and protégé Belknap Long. Howard found the idea of an introduction for “The Shunned House” almost ludicrous. It was only a short story! Yet, in that case making it a book was a similarly foolish project, and Cook was willing to do it. An introduction would help it to bulk up. Well, everything balanced out sooner or later.
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