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My little son is crying out for nourishment—

O Alice, Alice, what shall I do?

—Edgar Rice Burroughs

We know how Gods are made.

—Jack London





Introduction



IT IS called the Pulp Era.

An era is like a book in that it has a title, its own unique exposition, characters, a beginning, a middle, an ending, a theme, and maybe a moral. And just as heroes and villains in a book do not realize they are in a story, so you cannot know the title or themes of the time in which you live. You may think you know. You may even hope to contribute to the story line, or be a witness to the ending. But even if you did, you would not know. Only after those days have passed can one discern the form, voices, and meaning of those days. Then the era can be given a title because titles are how we refer to times passed and stories told. The Pulp Era.

In other times and places—Imperial China, for example—an emperor could declare his own era while he was living in it. When Li Shimin, Emperor of the Temple and Library, decided that China was in a period of divine richness, then from that day on everyone was living in the Divine Richness Era. At least until the next emperor decreed the dawning of a new era.

In China this prerogative was considered a literary expression on the part of the emperor. The known world, after all, was his, and he could tell his story about it as he saw fit. As this known world is mine to tell about as I see fit. I am the Emperor of the Light and Darkness, and this is the Pulp Era.

You may recognize some of the heroes and villains of this era, but recognizing a vaguely familiar face is not the same as rediscovering a long-lost friend. I will introduce you to some old friends of mine, and make their days come alive again. I will let their voices speak and let their hearts fill with life one more time. An era, like a book, can be forgotten. Days, like pages, crumble into dust. Stories, like memories, fade away.

In this account I will offer you these lives, their stories, their shared events, that time with as much truth as they deserve. But saying that I will tell the truth about them is not the same as saying that I will tell you truth. In order to exercise my imperial prerogative I have to let shadows fall between fact and fiction. These friends, several of whom were writers, would have been among the first to remind me to never let the facts get in the way of a good story, and so I will not. The reader will determine what is truth and what is fiction.

In the end it’s just a story.

But if you ask me, it’s all true.
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Episode One



“YOU THINK life can’t be like the pulps?” Walter Gibson asked the other man. “Let me tell you a story. You tell me where real ends and pulp begins.” The cigarette in his left hand suddenly disappeared.

The young man, whose most distinguishing characteristic, in spite of his stocky build and shock of red hair, was his powerfully forward-thrusted jaw, blinked in mild surprise at the magic trick, then nodded agreeably. “All right,” Ron Hubbard said.

The cigarette, a filterless Chesterfield, reappeared in Gibson’s right hand. He took a long sip from his whiskey and washed it down with a sip of beer and an involuntary shudder. He was getting drunk and it was too early. He knew it. He didn’t even want to be here tonight. Well, he did want to be in the White Horse Tavern drinking. But he didn’t want to be here drinking with the youthful and ambitious president of the American Fiction Guild, who had been hectoring him relentlessly to speak about his writing at the weekly gathering of pulp mag writers in the Grand Salon of the old Hotel Knickerbocker. John Nanovic, his ed at Street & Smith, had begged, pleaded, and in the end agreed to pay for a few of this evening’s drinks if he would agree to do it. Nanovic had told Gibson that it was important for him, as the number one bestselling mag writer in America, to take an interest in the new writers, the young writers. To help groom them. Gibson felt that what Nanovic really wanted him to do was to find his successor in case he stumbled in front of a trolley car some drunken evening. Ultimately he had to admit that it was a fair concern for an editor to have about him.

So, here he was having drinks with Lafayette Ron Hubbard, a writer of moderately popular but pedestrian (in Gibson’s opinion) westerns, and at twenty-five, fifteen years younger than he. One of the new writers. One of the young ones. They were seated at a small table next to the bar and treating themselves to waiter service. Hubbard was one of those writers who acted like they really cared about writing and had launched into a theory that the sort of adventure pulp Gibson wrote was somehow less valid than the westerns and two-fisted tales he wrote because at least his stories were based on history or reality.

Gibson knew the kid was impressed by him. Hubbard had practically been begging him for a sit-down for weeks. Every now and then Gibson would see Hubbard looking around the saloon as if he could recognize somebody he knew who might come over and interrupt the conversation. If that had happened, he might then have the opportunity to say to them, “Excuse me, but can’t you see I’m having drinks with Walter Gibson? That’s right, the guy who writes The Shadow Magazine. Well, I know The Shadow byline is Maxwell Grant, but that’s a company name, a Street & Smith name. Trust me. Walter Gibson is Maxwell Grant. Walter Gibson writes The Shadow Magazine. We’re just talking about writing.” But he recognized no one and no one recognized him.

Gibson had seen several writers that he knew come through already; the Street & Smith building was just up the road at Fifteenth and Seventh, and the tavern was popular with writers who had just been roughed up by eds and by the eds who had applied the beating. George Bruce, the air-ace writer, had been and gone; Elmer Smith, the rocket jock, and Norvell Page, the fright guy, were still drinking in a corner. But he hadn’t invited either to join them. As a rule Gibson didn’t like other mag writers; he found them too self-denigrating yet self-important at the same time. He much preferred the company of the magicians whose books and articles he often ghosted.

He kind of liked Hubbard, though. The kid was eager and acted like he thought his shit smelled like roses, a confidence most other writers lacked. In a one-draft world a man had to believe that every word he wrote was right. Gibson knew he had quickly muscled out old Arthur Brooks, a man Gibson had no use for whatsoever, who as head of the Guild had run the organization as a lazy gentlemen’s social club. Hubbard had plans for the Guild, but Gibson didn’t really care to know what they were. He knew that Hubbard had lived in New York for several years a while back with a wife and a daughter, and that they had all moved back to Washington State for a while, and that he had left them behind in Washington and come back to New York alone just a few months ago. Gibson could only venture a guess why; the Depression had made it so that sometimes a man couldn’t afford to bring his family with him when he went looking for work. But the last thing Gibson wanted to do was ask another man why he had left his wife and child.

“What’s real? What’s pulp? Right, Ron?” He unbuttoned his collar and loosened his tie knot. “Okay. Here’s a story. For the sake of argument, let’s call it the Tale of the Sweet Flower War. This is a story filled with blood and cruelty and fear and mystery and love and passion and vengeance and villains,” he said. “It began with the arrival of a strange mist which rolled in from the harbor and seemed to fill the streets of Chinatown. Those who were superstitious felt it was the cloak of death. Those who weren’t superstitious, and their numbers were few, only felt it was another reason to hate living here.” Walter spoke rapidly; the hard emphasis of his consonants tended to resemble a staccato drumbeat, and his fingers twitched mildly as he spoke, involuntarily typing his words onto the table or against his leg or into the air as fast as he spoke them. Gibson’s energy always seemed to keep him in motion. His friend Harry Houdini had once told him he seemed to vibrate, even when he was standing still.

“Here Chinatown? Or San Francisco’s?” Hubbard asked with a vaguely worldly air that implied he had traveled some in his time and knew both intimately: a warning to Gibson that he’d better have his facts straight.

“New York. Here.” The tone of Gibson’s voice let Hubbard know not to interrupt the storytelling again unless it was something important. “The deadly fog rolled over the tiny enclave thirty years ago during the great tong wars, when the red flag of war flew over the tallest building in Chinatown.”

“Tong?” Hubbard made the same mistake again and winced a little, knowing that Gibson’s next breath would have explained it.

“Ancient organizations with mysterious roots going way back in Chinese history. Brutal, cruel, and sadistic. Mostly they imported opium, slave girls, and indentured workers from China.

“In 1909, the year of the menacing mist, the biggest tong in America was the On Leong group. They controlled everything in the matter of things Chinese from Frisco to New York. There were other tongs around at the time, but the only serious rivals were the Hip Sing. Their boss was a fella about your age, everyone knew him as Mock Duck, and he had a habit, when he got into a brawl, of whipping out two pistols, closing his eyes, and firing blindly until everyone was dead or running for their lives. You can laugh if you want, but legend had it that this was a very effective street-fighting technique.

“Well, those that said that something sinister would emerge from the shadow which had fallen over Chinatown were right. One day Sweet Flower came to town. Now she was, by all accounts, a beautiful and delicate virgin. She had remarkable long, slender fingers and could play a variety of Chinese instruments with skill and grace. A slave, of course, smuggled in by a slaver and probably destined for a life of prostitution. But one of the On Leong leaders saw her, fell in love with her, and he had his men steal her from the slaver. Or rescue her, if you prefer. And, he married her. She was sixteen, and on her wedding night he possessed her in every way that a man can possess a woman. And she was happy with her station in life.

“At first, all the slaver wanted was proper restitution for his loss. But the On Leong man refused to pay for what he considered to be true love. He told the slaver to go to hell. The slaver went to another tong, the Hip Sing. A truce was declared and the two parties sat down for formal negotiations. Now this was at a time when the tong fighters, the hatchet men, the boo how doy, were killing each other at the rate of two or three a week. So for these two tongs to actually sit down together in the same room and hold a peaceful discussion…” He made a futile gesture. “Chinatown did not hold its collective breath.”

“The negotiations did not go well for the Hip Sing. Once again, they were told in no uncertain terms where they and their demands could go. All things considered, it’s pretty remarkable that any man walked out of the tearoom alive that day. That night, however, was a different story. While her husband slept, someone broke into their house and cut off each and every one of Sweet Flower’s slender and delicate little fingers.”

“Mock Duck?”

The White Horse Tavern served its own blend of scotch, and each bottle was topped by a cork with a white tin horse rearing up. There was a cork on their table now; it was usually given to the customer who had put the polish on a bottle, and he had, several drinks ago. Gibson picked it up now, idly playing with it.

“Maybe. It was probably the vile slaver. And, in fact, Mock Duck delivered him over to the On Leong for whatever justice they chose to administer. But it wasn’t enough and over the next couple of months, over fifty men from both sides were killed, and hundreds more were crippled or maimed in the fighting. Now what’s really incredible about this is that we’re talking about a neighborhood that takes up maybe a square mile and is made up of only a dozen or so streets. So relatively, it’s a truly gruesome amount of men carving each other up.”

“Hundreds! C’mon! That’s pulp.”

Gibson cleared his throat. “In those days the center of Chinese social life was the old Chinese Theater. It’s still there; you can go down and see it for yourself. It’s all boarded up now.

“At the time of the Sweet Flower War there was a famous comedian named Ah Hoon. Famous among the Chinese. An ugly clown of a man. Loyal to the On Leong. His grand finale was, and this supposedly laid them in the aisles, an impersonation of Mock Duck firing his guns blindly until he would roll over, ass over teakettle. Guess you had to be there, right? That’s what the Hip Sing thought too. They were losing this war badly and now they were being made fun of in public by a clown. Word went out that Ah Hoon was a dead man and he would never see the sun rise after his next performance.

“Even though City Hall never went out of its way to keep one Chinaman from killing another, the rising tide of blood was starting to offend the sensibilities of the rest of the city. This bald-faced death threat was just the opportunity the cops had been looking for to show that they could handle a few uppity Chinese. That night they turned up at the theater in force. There were probably more Irish in Chinatown altogether that night than there were in all the bars in Brooklyn. The chief of police himself escorted Ah Hoon from his apartment to the theater. I imagine a load of innocent Chinese men took a whopping nightstick to the head for looking this way or that to some cop’s dislike, but there was going to be law and order on Doyers Street.

“Poor Ah Hoon didn’t even want to do his act that night! When he heard he was a marked man, he wanted to take the next train out of town, but the cops and the On Leong made him take the stage that night. They had something to prove. He didn’t. But he waited in the wings and sweated through the acrobats leaping over each other. He agonized through the singer’s songs, trying to peer into the darkness to see where the bullet or knife or hatchet was going to come from. He probably came close to having a heart attack every time the gas lamps sputtered and popped downstage. But all the time the cops and the On Leong men reassured him that all would be well. He was protected. He would live.

“Can you imagine anyone having a better reason to have stage fright than poor Ah Hoon? He walked out onstage that night and the first person he saw front and center was Mock Duck, grinning up at him. But there were the American police to the left and right of his mortal enemy. Ah Hoon took a deep breath, wished he were in a faraway place, and dove into his act. He didn’t change a word and by all accounts he was very, very funny that night. Even Mock Duck laughed at the impersonation. When it was time for the curtain call, the police swept him offstage before his first bow and an encore was out of the question. The point had been made: Ah Hoon had survived the performance.

“Well, the On Leong men went wild that night. Fireworks exploded in the sky over Chinatown, their brightness dimmed somewhat by the eerie fog. Hip Sing men were burned in effigy and humiliated in songs and jeers. To the On Leong men, the survival of Ah Hoon had proven that the Hip Sing were no longer the threat they had once posed and that the war was won. Meanwhile the cops hustled Ah Hoon to a cheap room in a cheap hotel next to the theater. They had rented it just to ensure that nothing would happen to tarnish their reputation as protectors of the weak and innocent and funny.

“The apartment had just one room. Everyone on the floor used the same washroom at the far end of the hall. The other apartments along the hall had been cleared of occupants for the night. Didn’t matter if they had paid in advance, lived there for years, or had no place else to go. They were rousted. There were no closets in the room, but several small cupboards. There was a bed. There was one window, but it had been jammed into a stuck position for years. A two-inch gap let a little air into the stuffy room, but the window could be neither forced open wider nor lowered more. Three stories down was a dead-end alleyway barely the width of a broad-shouldered man. Three cops were positioned at its mouth, preventing any entrance. Opposite the window, about three feet away, was the solid brick wall of a building. That particular side was unmarred by a single door or window, featureless and rising another four stories beyond Ah Hoon’s floor. Cops on foot and horseback blocked the front and back entrance to the hotel. Ten officers stood in the hallway outside Ah Hoon’s room. A big Swede cop of impeccable moral fiber, at least of no discernible vice, was placed before Ah Hoon’s door.

“An hour after sunrise, the chief of police led a phalanx of reporters, photographers, reformers, and politicians past the few remaining On Leong revelers, into the hotel, up to the third floor, down the line of ten cops standing at attention, and up to the big Swede. The chief of police himself proudly opened the door to introduce Ah Hoon to the rest of his life and announce to the world that the resolve of the Hip Sing tong had been broken and that peace would reign forever and for all time in Chinatown.

“The bullet hole had made a perfect dot in the center of Ah Hoon’s forehead, giving the appearance of a third eye. He sat cross-legged on his bed, stiff and cold in a pool of his own drying blood. Legend has it that it wasn’t even a bullet hole, it was the touch of a demon.

“Flies were already buzzing curiously about his head, which faced the single window. Still opposite a solid brick wall. Still jammed at less than two inches open. And as the chief of police roared his outrage and the flashbulbs popped, and as the word spread through Chinatown like a flash fire that the Sweet Flower War was over and the Hip Sing, not the On Leong, had won, and as an entirely new celebration began, the wide-eyed expression on Ah Hoon’s face seemed to say one simple thing:

“Now that’s funny!”

Gibson closed his fist around the tin stallion and reopened it. It had vanished. “The winds changed that morning, and after months of coldly clinging to every nail and stone and board, the Chinatown death cloud rolled back out to sea and vanished as completely as the life from Ah Hoon’s body.” He closed his fingers into a fist again and then opened them suddenly. A fresh cigarette, tip glowing, now lay crooked between his first two fingers. A simple French drop with a flourish for dramatic punctuation. His tale was told. He inhaled the smoke deeply and waited for the reaction. He could tell a lot about a fella by the way he reacted to a story or a magic trick. They either bought it, didn’t, or tried to find some little flaw that could let them feel like they hadn’t been conned into enjoying it when they really had. He figured Hubbard for the last type.

“The cops were in on it.”

Gibson was right. “They weren’t. And you forgot what I asked in the first place,” he reminded Hubbard, the booze making him sound more arrogant than he wanted to be. “I asked you to tell me what’s real and what’s pulp.”

“Well.” Hubbard thought a moment. “The way Mock Duck fired his guns sounded kind of pulp.”

Gibson shook his head. “True story.”

“When all her fingers got cut off?”

Again Gibson shook his head.

“What happened to Sweet Flower?” Hubbard asked.

Gibson shrugged. “No one knows. Some say she may have killed herself. Others suppose her husband kept her sequestered in his house until he died. But no one really knows.”

It looked like Hubbard was about to speak again when he was suddenly interrupted by a strong cough from the bar behind him. When they looked to see who had coughed, the man began to speak.

“Actually, it’s not fairly common knowledge, so I’m not surprised you passed over this, Mr. Gibson, but Sweet Flower, considered defiled, was driven from the house of her husband and ended up living at the mercy of others.”

Gibson looked at the tall man leaning against the bar placidly smoking his pipe and found himself gritting his teeth. What the hell brought him out tonight?

“It’s a trick question,” said a man from behind them. “Because the whole story is true. If it were pulp it would have a better ending.”

Dent.

 

“It’s real if it’s a lie. If it’s a pack of lies,” Lester Dent said with definitive superiority, “it’s a pulp.”

Gibson tried not to let his expression change. Dent. Here. Tonight. What were the odds? Everyone said he was a teetotaler anyway. But here he was in the White Horse hoisting a mug of beer and looking as smug as an ape on a pile of bananas. Of course there was a good chance that Dent had dropped off his latest Doc Savage manuscript at Street & Smith earlier and decided to celebrate with a beer. For a moment Gibson wondered just how many books Dent was up to, then decided he didn’t care. At that moment.

“Not to say that there can’t be true stories in pulps, but most true stories don’t have good endings. Pulps need great endings. Mr. Gibson’s tale doesn’t have a good ending. In fact, it has no ending. The problem with the Tale of the Sweet Flower War is that Mr. Gibson ends it just when it’s about to turn into pulp.”

Gibson felt his blood rising. “I can’t believe you’re going to lecture me on what makes great pulp. I am pulp.”

“You’re not pulp. The Shadow is pulp. Doc Savage is pulp. In fact, I will tell you what makes pulp. Of course there’s blood, cruelty, fear, mystery, vengeance, heroes, and villains. That’s just a good foundation. To make true pulp, really great stomach-churning, white-knuckle, turn-your-hair-white pulp, you have to fill it with a pack of outright lies. Secret identities and disguises.” Dent began ticking off the items on his fingers to emphasize the point he was making. “The Yellow Peril. Super-weapons. Global schemes. Hideous deaths. Cliff-hanging escapes. These are the packs of lies you won’t find in any slick or glossy or literary hardcover bestseller. Horrors from the grave. Lost lands. Overwhelming odds. Impossible heroics. Unflagging courage. Oh, and I almost forgot! Guntotin’, lingo-slingin’ cowboys.” He looked at Ron with a mischievous smile, knowing that Hubbard was guilty of perpetrating more than his share of outlandish cowboy tales. “Can’t be a true pulp without a genuine gun-slingin’, tabaccy-spattin’ cowboy, right, Ron?”

As if charged by the sudden burst of electrical tension in the air, Hubbard’s gregariousness had increased substantially. He was practically bursting with joy at the fact that Lester Dent knew his name. “That’s right, Mr. Dent!” he said loudly and eagerly, nodding like Nipper responding to his master’s voice over the Victrola.

Mr. Dent? What was it about the guy that made the kids like Hubbard call him Mr. Dent while he, Walter, was always Walt or Gib or, God forbid, occasionally Wally? Sure, Dent had a good ten years on Hubbard, but Gibson was still a few years older than Dent. It had to be the height.

Gibson, who barely cracked five eight, had never grown accustomed to being the short man. Gibson had heard from eds and other writers that Lester was the athletic type who liked sailing and mountain climbing. Gibson didn’t know if it was true or not but Dent certainly was broad-shouldered as well as tall. Sitting in a chair now as Dent loomed nearby only encouraged his sense of resentment that Dent had shown up here to ruin his night. Dent hadn’t even bothered to take his overcoat off. And Christ, he was smoking his damn pipe like some longhair! Couldn’t he smoke cigarettes like a normal man? Only eds and socialists smoked pipes.

“Walter.” Dent nodded after a long pause in which he seemed to scrutinize Gibson through his thick glasses. His broad mustache twitched in the vaguest manner. Dent, thought Gibson, was tweaking him. Gibson felt the alcohol pulsing through his veins. It was a sensation that began at the back of his neck. He shouldn’t have started on the shots so early.

Dent’s eyes then flicked back to Hubbard and his hard expression seemed to soften. “It’s all about the formula. Just throw enough of the right lies into the mix and add a great ending, and that’s the formula for a pulp.”

Dent spoke with a flattened midwestern intonation. Gibson tried to remember if he knew whether or not Dent was from Illinois. Dent’s inflections were more rough-hewn, he decided, even less sophisticated than Illinois. Arkansas, possibly. Then he remembered. Missouri. Nanovic had told him that once. Definitely Missouri. “To make the Tale of the Sweet Flower War pulp you would have to find out that Ah Hoon’s enemies had released a venomous snake into the room through an old mouse hole; what everyone thought was a bullet hole was actually a bite, and the cops never even looked for the serpent, which remained coiled behind a radiator.”

“Excuse me. So the Sweet Flower War. It’s true? Both of you know about it?” Hubbard asked, looking concerned.

Both men nodded simultaneously.

“What I want to know is how come I never heard of it?” He looked from Gibson to Dent. “And do you know what really happened to Ah Hoon?”

“I don’t have a clue. Then again I’ve never tried to pass the Sweet Flower War off as a pulp. But if I wanted to know for sure, I’d start by going down to Chinatown and doing some research. Right, Walter? You used to be a newspaperman. Weren’t you the cub reporter who exclusively interviewed Al Capone behind bars? You know how to research a story. And you used to know how to get that ending.” He looked directly at Hubbard. “That’s the kind of work you have to do if you want to be a good enough writer to get yourself out of the pulp biz and into the glossies, slicks, and hardcovers. Where the real writing matters.”

Gibson took a long drag on his cigarette and blew the cloud in Dent’s direction. He knew Dent’s beef with him, but he was not going to rise to the bait. He just wasn’t going to do it.

“Well, that Sweet Flower yarn. It’s a helluva story,” Hubbard said to them. “You fellas, uh, mind if I take a crack at writing it? I believe I’d like to.”

“Well, I’ll tell you, Ron,” Gibson said, “the reason the Sweet Flower War was on my mind tonight was that it just inspired a big part of the Shadow story I just dropped off today. The Art of Murder. There’s a locked-room murder in it which was inspired by the Sweet Flower War. And Lester, you’ll be happy to know that I propose a solution. A pulp solution.”

In his latest book, his 217th, The Shadow, the hero who knows what evil lurks in the hearts of men, had set out to solve a series of murders which had taken place in the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Priceless antiquities arriving from distant lands had been stolen from a locked vault deep within the museum, while guards inside the vault had been found dead come the morning. Slinking from dark corner to dark corner without making a sound, ink-black in his greatcoat and slouch hat, becoming nearly invisible by merely acting invisible, The Shadow had penetrated the museum, eluded the well-meaning guards, and entered the vault, where he had, earlier that day as Lamont Cranston, his millionaire playboy alter ego, made a big show of donating a lost Rembrandt. The door had slammed shut behind him: The Shadow had been betrayed by one of his very own agents, the dedicated and devoted who owed him their lives, men and women whose vigilance constantly provided him with information from every corner of the city, and who carried out his orders without question. Except for this one, who had turned rogue.

Sometime before the dawn the vault door had opened and the sinister crime lord behind the plot had entered and, to his delight, laid eyes upon the murdered corpse of The Shadow, enemy to the criminal demimonde. As his hands had fallen upon his new prize, The Shadow’s eerie laugh—a haunting, piercing, maddening sound which rattled in the black minds of the guilty—had filled the air around him. But the corpse remained still. The crime lord shut himself in the room, knowing it would be safe. At that moment, The Shadow revealed the key to the mystery. A secret panel under the floor flipped up and The Shadow leapt out, nickel-plated .45s drawn. The corpse in The Shadow’s coat had been none other than the traitorous agent, who had been lying in wait under the floor. When he had attacked, The Shadow’s justice had been swift and merciless, as it would now be with this evildoer. The struggle to the death began.

In the morning, when the museum guards opened the locked room, three dead bodies were found inside beside a note from the mysterious Shadow explaining all, identifying the villains, and giving directions to the location of the rest of the stolen art. In the resulting confusion and general throng of visitors to the scene of the crime to examine the secret hiding spot, no one had noticed as one of the corpses suddenly arose and vanished into the crowd. Later, no one would be able to say for sure whether there had actually been a third body.

“Trapdoor? Not bad. It’s pulp.” Dent puffed on his pipe. “Of course, I went completely pulp when I proposed a solution in the very first issue of Doc Savage. I had a Mayan with a rifle scale the girders of the unfinished top floors of the Chrysler Building and take a shot at Doc Savage, who was ten blocks away. Of course, he missed because his target was a decoy statue. I’m sure you read it, Mr. Gibson. It was just six years ago. Right after the Golden Vulture disappeared.”

And there it was. The Golden Vulture. He’d brought it up. All of a sudden Gibson could sense Dent’s particular dislike of him. It was there in his penetrating gaze, and Gibson felt a sudden rising pang of guilt, which he tried to force back down with angry self-righteousness.

“The Golden Vulture,” Hubbard interrupted. “What’s that?”

“Like the Sweet Flower War, it’s a story that’s become a legend. And like the murder of Ah Hoon, it’s something only two people know the truth about. The one who held the gun and the one who got shot.”

Gibson leapt to his feet. He was quivering with anger. “Why don’t you call a spade a spade and tell me what you want to say, Dent?”

Dent took a step forward from the bar and drew himself up and over Gibson, looking down at him. “I just did. Anyway, it’s all just spilled ink, Mr. Gibson,” Dent said. He put his beer stein down in front of Hubbard, who, having been oblivious to the tension, was now registering an expression of complete surprise at their open hostility. “I believe I’m done,” Dent said. “I’ll see you around.”

“Not around, Dent.” Gibson put the palm of his hand on Dent’s chest. For a moment Gibson thought that the brick wall he could feel under Dent’s jacket and shirt was muscle, but then he realized what his palm was on. If Dent had placed his hand on Gibson’s chest, he would have felt the same thing. A Street & Smith–issued notebook was always next to a pulp writer’s heart. “Behind. You’ll always be behind me. The number two. They’re not making Hollywood movies of Doc Savage. Doc’s not on the radio. The Shadow is. My Shadow.” People were starting to look over at them. Gibson saw men he knew recognize him, whisper about him. He didn’t care. It was time to put Lester Dent in his place. “And you can forget about cracking the glossies. You ain’t gonna see your name on the cover of the Saturday Evening Post or the New Yorker. ’Cause you’re just a nickel-a-word pulp monkey like me, selling daydreams at wholesale prices to soda jerkers in Boise and schoolboys in Kansas City while your house name, Kenneth Robeson, gets all the glory! So take that, and your Doc Savage oath, and blow it out your pipe.”

Gibson knew Dent would take the first swing. When he swiped at him, Gibson was going to try to punch his lights out with one hit. He even had the spot on his chin that he was going to go after. Then the big man would probably pummel him into a pulp. He had only been in a few scraps in his life, two of those in the army and one in the Bowery, but those had been years ago. On the plus side he had come out of those dustups better than the other guys. Instead of making an aggressive move, Dent looked passively down at the floor for a moment. For some reason this made Gibson even angrier. Why wouldn’t the guy just put his mitts up?

“I may not be Jack London, or Ernest Hemingway, but I will make it out of the pulps and into the glossies,” he said. He put on his hat, his eyes almost disappearing beneath the brim. Then he nodded toward Ron. “Ron, it was nice seeing you.”

Ron cast about for something to say. “How about coming by the Knickerbocker on Friday?”

“Your pulp writers mixer? I just might.” Dent puffed on his pipe to make sure it was burning. Without looking at Gibson he said, “That soda jerker and that schoolboy? They’re good people. Until I get out of the pulps they’ll get my best month after month. I know you’re happy to just do pulp—that’s the big difference between us—but are you still giving your readers your best?” He walked slowly around the table, deliberately in no hurry as he headed toward the door.

“Holy…,” muttered Hubbard as Gibson dropped into his chair and swallowed another drink.

“Yep.” Gibson sighed. The anger was evaporating. The gaze of the spectators was moving on. “A regular Algonquin roundtable here at the White Horse Tavern. Without the sex. Or the witty banter. But mostly without the sex.”

“What the hell was that about?”

“The Golden Vulture. It’s his beef with me.”

“So what’s the Golden Vulture? A legend? A statue like the Maltese Falcon?”

“It’s a story. Just a goddamned book.” He wanted to say that it was something that he felt bad about but he couldn’t bring himself to admit it. “When you get the number one and number two bestselling writers in America together, there’s bound to be some rivalries. Some misunderstandings. Some shit.”

“Why don’t you try and straighten things out with him?”

Gibson shrugged. “Because I’m still number one and Doc Savage is still number two.”

“You mean Lester Dent?”

“Of course.”

He waited for Hubbard’s contemptuous response. Something deserved that would just wither his spirit. He still felt like he needed the pounding from the fight with Dent that he hadn’t received. Combat might have vindicated him, at least restored his honor. Instead he had received nothing from his rival but a lecture. His own notebook felt heavy in his breast pocket against his chest. He carried it out of habit, but had he made any entries in it lately? Weren’t all the notes and observations in it kind of stale? Maybe Dent was right. Maybe he hadn’t been delivering his best lately.

Instead the young man asked, “Do you guys really make a nickel a word? ’Cause I’m only making two and a half cents. What do you think I can do to make more?”

Gibson decided at that moment, as Hubbard spoke, that not only was Nanovic going to pay for all the drinks tonight, but the ed was about to drop a substantial down payment on his future bar tab.

“I got a boat back in Washington. Sure do miss her,” Hubbard rattled on. “You know, I went to China once. It was okay. You get better Chinese food here, though.”

Gibson smiled to himself. Like any pulp writer worth his salt, Hubbard told his tales well and half-believed his own bullshit. Believing was essential.

“Tell me all about China,” Gibson said. And as the other writer launched into what was sure to be a wildly entertaining story full of plausible lies, gratuitous distortions, and outrageous half-truths, he ordered another round.







Episode Two



HOWARD LOVECRAFT knew he was going to die. It was a horrible thing to know.

He had always been obsessed with his death. Even as a child he had imagined, in evocatively vivid detail, what his funeral would be like. The eight-year-old Howard had envisioned an open-casket viewing in the small Providence chapel his family attended. There would be lots of candles, an imported pipe organ (the chapel only had a tinny piano), and a tiny mahogany coffin lined with red silk. He would be serenely beautiful in a very adult black suit with long pants, and nestled on a soft, white satin pillow. There would be no wailing or cries of despair, only gentle weeping and perhaps a whispered apology from Howard’s father for the way his choices in life had led directly to his son’s present state.

In his teens, perhaps to compensate for his growing shyness and awkwardness in all situations not directly involving any family member, Howard had imagined his funerals as grand expressions: New Orleans jazz parades with a solemn procession accompanied by a somber thomp-thomp cadence on the way to Swan Point Cemetery, the citizens of Providence lining the streets, and then a boisterous explosion of music and celebration upon its return. There had been a somber midnight burial accompanied by a distant bagpipe player shrouded in graveyard mist. He had even conceived of an elaborate and very satisfying Viking funeral to be launched in fiery fury from the shores of the Cape; its light would be a beacon to the cod fleet through a long, dark night. In later years, after he had forgotten most of his fantasy scenarios, he still would occasionally recall this one fondly and with approval. He had in the end, however, made other arrangements.

Lightning was followed, after a count to ten, by thunder. The heart of the storm was five miles away. Wisps of Bing Crosby’s voice reached him like puffs of a gentle breeze from a distant land. Someone had tuned the RCA a floor below to a Broadway song review show and Bing was singing a Cole Porter tune that had been big last year, “You’re the Top.” Howard couldn’t remember what show it was from. It might have been a movie, as well. Howard didn’t go to the theater or the pictures.

Howard desperately wanted a cigarette. The last bout of wracking spasms had ended and the pain had receded somewhat. He knew the agony would return, worse each time, forcing him to curl up into a moaning ball, but before it happened, he needed a smoke to steady and prepare himself. He forced himself to climb out of the uncomfortable bed. His cigarettes sat on a table on the other side of the hospital room. The green and white tiles were refreshingly cool against his feet. His legs were a little wobbly, but he crossed the room with the stability and dignity requisite of a scion of the Phillips line. His mother would have been proud of how her little boy was holding up under the strain. He had been very proper. A good Phillips. She would have liked to have known that he had risen to the occasion.

He lit his cigarette and willed himself to the open window, where he exhaled his first lungful out into the night. The cold rain fell in great sluicing torrents, spattering heavily across the parking lot. If he put his hand out into the night air, even if only for an instant, he would draw it back as wet as if he had plunged it into the pitcher of water near his bedside. The next bursting crack of lightning was followed by an ominous flickering in the lights in his room. Dependable as ever—a mere rumor of heavy weather could cause the Providence power system to collapse. He watched, fascinated, as the lightbulbs struggled to regain their brightness for a moment, only to dim again. Electricity delivery in Providence was not an exact science; it was more of a game of chance. The lightbulbs seemed to settle into drawing less electricity than before, and though they flickered erratically, the light they provided seemed somewhat steady. He let the cool, damp air caress the long, gaunt face that children had always taunted him about, calling him “horse” or “Man o’ War.”

The cigarette tasted good. Great, in fact.

He wanted his mother.

For a moment he thought he heard her voice, but then he realized with disappointment that it was her sister, his Aunt Annie, in the hallway. She was pleading with the doctor for more information about her nephew’s condition. She wasn’t convinced about the stomach cancer diagnosis. Howard smiled grimly. Of course she was right; no one gets stomach cancer in three days. He had had to lie and tell her that for months now he’d been feeling pains in his gut which he’d been ignoring. She still didn’t understand how he could become so ill so fast. That’s what she was pestering the doctor about in the hallway. Aunt Annie was sweet and good but not the smartest of her sisters, and now she had grown old as well and the afflictions of her age were often upon her mind. She and Howard had lived together in Providence in the devastating years since his mother had died raving beyond the bounds of human sanity in the asylum.

Howard had given Aunt Annie complicated instructions to be executed upon his death. He was worried that she was nearing a point of hysteria which would incapacitate her when he needed her the most. For the first time in his life, now that he was dying, he had real plans.

Outside, standing at the edge of a pool of light from a streetlamp, a man was looking up at the hospital. At Howard’s room. His hat was pulled down to conceal his face and his open coat blew around him in the wind. A haunter, Howard thought. A haunter in the dark. From far off he thought he could hear a man laughing wildly; someone must have switched the RCA to The Shadow. It was Sunday night, after all. The man staring at his room was swallowed by sudden darkness the next instant when the lights of Providence dimmed again. The strangest thought emerged in Howard’s mind—that perhaps it had actually been The Shadow. His old friend Walter Gibson’s Shadow, come to pay his last respects. A flash of lightning illuminated the area where the man had been standing, and Howard was startled to see that he had vanished completely from sight. He cursed his imagination, the instrument which he had called upon so many times in the past to deliver him to literary greatness but which had only offered up a dark mythology that the world had ignored resoundingly. So many times, as he sat down at the typewriter, he had begged for the story that issued forth to be about something that was, well, if not normal, then at least something that normal people wanted to read. But in the end, he wrote what he was miserably and helplessly compelled to. And now, as he waited to die, with no more words to write, his own mind did not have even the dignity to offer up hallucinations of his own creation, only The Shadow. Although this was mortifying, he had to admit that in the end, that vision was ultimately preferable to his own creation, the great dark god Cthulhu, with his dripping tentacled mouth and dreams which caused madness.

Madness.

His father had died insane as well. For five years when Howard was still a young boy, his father had been locked away in a hospital in Chicago. For five years Howard had been told that his father had been paralyzed in an accident and lay in a dark slumbering coma. For five years while Howard had prayed every night that his father would awaken and return home refreshed, his father had staggered around a gray hospital room, naked and shorn and screaming at phantoms. Aunt Annie had finally told him the truth about his father and the cause of his terrible dementia, syphilis, only in the past year. She could bear the shame alone no longer.

Howard closed his mind against the sound of Aunt Annie’s voice in the hallway. Stomach cancer. He had assumed he would die in the grip of madness as his parents did, but as another great crashing wave of pain broke over him, he realized he had rarely experienced such mental clarity. He had to protect his aunt the way she and her two sisters, including his mother, youngest of the three, had protected him about his father. He had been able to grow up under the romantic delusion that his noble father was only trapped in a dark spell like an old king in a legend and that any day might bring his return. His aunts and his mother had given him hope at an age when he had needed hope. When he could still believe. Now he could protect Aunt Annie. By dying.

The six-minute smoke. That’s how they advertised his Lucky Strike cigarettes, and he was three minutes into it. There was another flash, the bolt of lightning clearly visible across the skyline. The thunder followed quickly—five seconds. Two and a half miles away. The hospital wing was quiet now. Aunt Annie had followed his doctor out of earshot, still pleading with him to help Howard.

Death would be cold.

He looked at his reflection in the mirror: his long face, always somewhat equine, was now a skull barely covered by a thin layer of barely living tissue. His eyes were wild circular orbs, gleaming and alive against the dying flesh. He felt the emotion roll up from deep inside him; it rocked his body as much as the pain had a moment before. Tears began to fall onto his cheeks. Sadness. He felt sadness and regret for the moments off his life. He missed ever knowing how it felt to be loved by a father—his father. He wished he had made a success out of his marriage, had been a better husband, had found a way to love Sonia and be loved by her. Why a divorce? There had been love there. Where was she now? Chicago? Cleveland? Back in New York? And how would she find out about him? And what would she think? Would she shed more tears than he was shedding now? She had wanted a different path for them than the one he had chosen and clung to. A writer. As if that career could restore his family name to the station his mother had dreamt of. Perhaps had he risen to the stature of Mark Twain. But what a mess he had made of that. Not even good enough to be considered a second-rate Poe. He had written the worst tales for the lowest of the low—the pulps—and even they had shunned him. If only he had had the sense to stop early on. Become a professor of English or a journalist or anything but a failure to his family. He had always thought there was more time. There should have been. If only his path hadn’t forced him to translate research papers from science to English at the Providence Medical Lab. He never would have discovered that damned island. Never would have made that nightmare trip. Never would have entered the abyss. Never would have had to find himself facing the cold. If only—

If only his mother were still alive.

“Howard.” He heard his name spoken aloud and it startled him. He twisted around, the motion painful. The voice hadn’t belonged to his doctor.

His eyes fell upon the figure of the person who had called his name, his murderer. The man suspended himself in the doorway on shaking arms. Rainwater dripped from his soaked coat. He clutched a dripping felt fedora in one clawlike fist. His head was bare and water drops slid easily over his bald, fleshy scalp. Howard could see that their skin shared the same nearly translucent yellow coloring, arteries clearly visible beneath. The man’s deadening eyes were shining and desperate, like cold, hard anthracite. Jeffords. Howard realized instantly that it had been Jeffords he had seen outside in the flash of lightning, and not any Shadow, and he knew why the glimpse had caused him to shudder. In another instant the thought crossed his mind that the two of them might be mistaken for a pair of syphilitics and he was afraid that people might think he had died like his father after all.

“You sneak son of a bitch,” Jeffords hissed at him. To Howard, Jeffords didn’t look nearly as afflicted as his own reflection had. Of course, Jeffords had been farther away when all hell broke loose and was a more robustly healthy man to begin with than Howard had ever been. “Where is it?” Why, he might live on for days yet. In agony, Howard pleasantly assured himself. But he would still be able to perpetrate great harm to Aunt Annie in that time. That’s what Howard could protect her from. Jeffords. And Towers.

Howard sighed. He thought it would be an extremely defiant gesture to light up another cigarette now and have a puff before answering; to show Jeffords that he was no longer afraid of him. But the cigarettes were still on the table and he was still by the window. And he was still afraid of Jeffords. Terrified. He held his hands open to indicate that he had nothing for Jeffords. “Gone,” he said simply.

“You misguided bastard!” Jeffords took a couple of steps into the room and looked around as if he expected to see what he was looking for just lying around. “Don’t bullshit me.”

“I’m not,” Howard explained. “It wouldn’t have done us any good anyhow. Don’t you understand that? Look at us. We never had enough time. None of us did.”

A look of understanding, horrified understanding, dawned across Jeffords’s face. His shoulders sagged as if all hope were being crushed out of him. He looked at Howard as if trying to make sense of this strange, dying little man. He clapped a hand to his forehead. Jeffords always prided himself on being a problem solver, Howard remembered. He was now a problem for the man to solve.

Howard felt he had to make another attempt to explain himself. “Short of going back to the isle, destroying this was the only thing I could think of.”

“The only thing! The only thing! Christ, Lovecraft! I might have thought of something.” He took a couple of steps closer.

“Your thoughts on the matter were perfectly clear.” Howard could see that Jeffords’s despair was beginning to turn into something more menacing. He wished he would hear Aunt Annie’s voice and the doctor’s in the hall again. He swallowed hard; even that was painful. “I was saving it from you.”

“You’ve killed us both,” he said. “You’re a goddamned murderer.”

Howard stared at him. Then he shrugged. “I didn’t take us to the isle.”

Jeffords leapt at him. Howard was so surprised he could only blink. Jeffords’s hands wrapped around his throat. Howard was still so uncomprehending of the actual events unfolding upon him that he had time to think that Jeffords’s hands were soft and smelled like Ivory soap and Burma-Shave. This was in the time that it took for their bodies to fall, ungainly, to the floor. Howard’s elbow cracked upon impact, bearing the full weight of his own sickened body, and Jeffords’s. The shock and knowledge of the imminent awesome pain made him open his mouth to gasp in air. That’s when he understood he was being choked to death. He found his body’s urge to struggle. The pain in his chest grew. He could feel his body panicking; his legs began kicking. His arms began pawing at Jeffords. Something exploded in his chest. Still his mind resisted.

“I’m going to hunt you down in hell, Lovecraft.” Jeffords’s face was turning red from the exertion. It made his sickly skin glow orange, like that of a deranged jack-o’-lantern.

Howard’s gaping mouth began to turn up at the edges. He was trying to grin. Saliva drooled from the corners of his mouth. His chest began to convulse. Jeffords pulled his hands back, unsure of himself. Howard sucked in a gale of air, which instantly escaped from him in a whooping laugh.

It was the best he had ever felt. Jeffords was looking at him queerly. Howard owed him an explanation for his good humor.

“I’ve got other plans,” he whispered, his voice a croak. There were red spots floating in his vision. He could barely see. He couldn’t breathe well at all. It wasn’t even his windpipe; some mechanism in his chest was not drawing air. He could feel his grin, though. He had a lot to look forward to.

He heard a scream which sounded as if it came from the bottom of the deepest ocean. Aunt Annie. She was so far away. He could feel Jeffords lift himself from his body. His body instinctively tried to draw itself into a fetal position, trying to find some kind of protection from the pain without and within. Some of the redness cleared from his vision. He saw Jeffords’s feet running away from him. He saw Aunt Annie and the doctor, their faces aghast, in the doorway. Saw Jeffords push past them. The doctor in pursuit. Aunt Annie’s hand in his. She looked like his mother. His mother should have been here when he died. He should have been with her when she died.

“Our Father, who art in heaven,” she began softly. Tears were beginning to fall from her eyes. He could feel his writer’s mind, ever present, struggling to preserve all the little details of the moment. There were shouts down the corridor. Aunt Annie smelled of lavender. The floor needed grout in between the tiles. Agony was beautiful. “Hallowed be thy name.”

He shook his head at her. She stopped praying. His mouth moved, trying to form words. She leaned in. She was weeping now; it would be hard for her to understand him. He knew she felt as if she had failed her sister and failed their entire family line. He clutched her hand harder, trying to reassure her, staring into her eyes. From far away he heard music. She understood that he needed to communicate and stifled her sobbing.

“Is it cold?” he asked her, desperately. “Is it?” Everything depended upon that.

She nodded. “It’s very cold.”

A moment before he died, he wished the moment of death would bring some clarity or enlightenment or revelation. But there would be nothing.

That was his last thought.

It was cold.







Episode Three



WORD ON the street was John Campbell had work for writers. And that was the word The Flash needed to hear.

The Flash paused by the newsstand at the corner of Seventh Avenue at the edge of the Street & Smith building to look for Campbell’s mag. This particular newsstand, run by a set of old Italian twins, had all the mags put out that month—not just by Street & Smith, the biggest publisher in the world, but Popular, Frank A. Munsey, Clayton, Thrilling, Culture, and Pro-Distributors Publishing. There were over two hundred mags decorating their stalls this month. Two hundred titles. The newsstand looked like an ink truck had crashed into it. A sharpster could tell instantly how well any given mag was selling by where it stood on the racks of this newsstand. If that same sharpster knew whether or not a certain mag was hot, said sharpster might have an angle on squeezing more than a penny a word out of that mag’s ed. The Flash considered himself a sharpster.

Astounding Stories, Campbell’s mag, wasn’t hanging on a clip from a clothesline out in front like the very best-selling titles, the hero books like Doc Savage or The Shadow or G-8 and His Battle Aces, but it was clearly visible, full cover on display, on the first rack above the slicks like Collier’s and Vanity Fair and the New Yorker, and the chewing gums and chocolate bars. On the same row as Astounding were some of the other bestsellers that month, titles that were flying out of newsstands, soda shops, and drugstores all across America: The Spider, Thrilling Detective, Adventure, Thrilling Adventures, Amazing Stories, Blue Book, Weird Tales, Dime Mystery, Phantom Detective, and the granddaddy of them all, still going strong after more than forty years, Argosy.

The cover of each and every mag on the newsstand was a brilliant four-color explosion of breathtaking action captured forever in a frozen moment of suspense: the instant before a righteous fist impacted against a gnarled and snarling face; a plane spiraling disastrously toward earth as its hero struggled to untangle his parachute from its tail; Art Deco skyscrapers crumbling under a devastating alien onslaught. The Flash loved the mags’ cover art, though he knew how much it was derided within the industry and without. He knew it was what sold the mags to begin with and then kept folks coming back to find out what was in them. Ten million of them a month. Each buying an average of three mags. That meant that thirty million pulps, give or take, were being read by America each and every month! It was the cheapest and most popular form of entertainment in the country, and as long as the covers beckoned from the newsstands, it would continue to be so.

Behind the first row were the mags that still sold consistently well but just were not gangbusters. Their bold legends were clearly visible but most of the artwork was covered by other mags. The Flash was disheartened to see that many of these titles were westerns and two-fisted tales—his bread and butter. Thrilling Western, for example, had done well by him and he by it, but it would never pay more than two and a half cents a word. Same for All-American Stories and Thrilling Wonder Stories. None of them had broken out while he had been writing for them. Probably none of them ever would.

The third row of mags were all pulled up from behind the second row so men could see the mags that boys couldn’t bring home. In addition to the mushy Love, True Love, Romance, and True Romance titles were Spicy Adventure Stories, Spicy Mystery Stories, Spicy Detective Stories, even Spicy Western Stories published by a man named Donenfeld. Their cover artists were inventive in coming up with endlessly daring ways to put glamorous and scantily clad women in harm’s way. They knew how to deliver the goods. These were the mags that had imperiled the entire industry recently, as Mayor La Guardia was so offended by their lurid scenes that he was threatening to have the garbagemen rip them from the newsstands as they executed their rounds. Some of them were making good on the mayor’s threats. Some newsstand owners had recently taken to ripping the covers from the pulps before placing them on the racks, as if that would help. The Flash had certainly never written for any of the mags on this row, but their covers had given him plenty of stimulating moments. Every writer he knew had a stash of the men’s mags in one of his desk drawers.

He had also never written, nor would ever condescend to write, for the final row. This was the row whose titles were mostly blocked by the arousing arrangement of the men’s mags before them. Here were the shudder and menace mags like Terror Tales, Horror Stories, Strange Detective Mysteries (Who was strange? The detectives or the mysteries?), Eerie Stories, and others. Dreck. The bottom of the bottom of the literary barrel. This was the ghetto where that Lovecraft fellow had tried to eke out a name for himself. An assortment of dark perversions and decadences, never permeated by the light of a well-written phrase or inspiring insight. Many of these mags were the literary equivalent of the filthy eight-page Tijuana bibles the old Italians hid under their newspapers and would sell you if you asked for the “funnies.” He supposed that somebody must be reading them. Publishers ran their mags on a slim profit margin that didn’t allow for much misjudgment of the public’s desires. If a mag slipped only one month, it could be gone from the stands the next, its publisher bankrupt, its eds pounding the pavement and looking for work.

He knew in his bones he was destined for the top tier. After all, he was The Flash. Sometimes (when an ed demanded) he was also Kurt von Rachen, L. Ron Hubbard, and Frederick Engelhardt. But he liked The Flash best of all. Of course it wasn’t a name he published under, like the others. It was a nickname given to him by his agent, Ed Bodin, because he could write so damn fast. He liked The Flash a hell of a sight better than Red, which was what he had most often been nicknamed until he embarked on his writing career, on account of his shock of thick red hair. But these days, Red was gone and no one in New York or Hollywood need ever know that he had existed. There was only The Flash.

Fact is, he earned the name outright. He was blazingly fast at turning out stories. Like a machine. He wrote faster than anyone he knew, except maybe Gibson. And Dent. It was just like when he had been a boy in Montana and could read earlier and faster than anyone else. He took great pride in his ability to write fast, and to hell with writer’s block. Sometimes he felt like he was a river of words, that they flowed out of him with unimaginable force to soak the pages churning through his Remington. It was as if his imagination was fed by a deep spring. He had every confidence that the wellspring would never run dry. Why should it? It hadn’t yet. He knew his mind and never doubted it.

Gibson’s story about the Sweet Flower War had been pretty damn good, all right, he thought. He could use a killer story like that to bust things wide open. But if both Gibson and Dent had drawn on it, they’d know where it came from if he wrote it again, even if he used a pen name. Still, it was tough to let that one go. Really good stories were hard to come by.

These days, every two weeks, he had a new story to sell to the mags. It wasn’t easy. It was righteously hard work, tougher than laying tracks or stowing cargo had ever been. But he did it because he loved writing. He loved using his mind and his fingertips to move mountains, shape the universe, wreak havoc. Rewriting? If a fella knew what he was doing the first time, he wouldn’t have to rewrite. Muses? Hell, fear of starvation was the name of his muse. He didn’t hold with the theories about motivation, which he overheard other writers talking about at his Knickerbocker gatherings; his characters knew what to do. They knew from right and wrong, good and evil. That’s all you needed to know about someone to know what they would do. Besides, there wasn’t time for motivation. Not when the eds were trying to chisel a guy. The only way to make money in this industry was to write as best a sharpster could, as fast as he could.

His writing had attracted attention too. He actually had a small but loyal group of readers. The eds heard from them occasionally when they would write in and demand more Hubbard. Even if a few of those letters were actually written by The Flash himself, that didn’t devalue the bona fide original and unsolicited letters that the eds would receive. His dim glow of fame, within the limited sphere of the mags, had at least made it a little easier to sell stories. When eds received a Hubbard story, they didn’t have to read it too carefully anymore. His name on the cover page was a mark of recognized quality. They could publish it easily and it would help sell. Which was the name of the game. So that was one thing he had over both Gibson and Dent: although they were top sellers, nobody in America knew who they were; they were hidden behind house names, Maxwell Grant and Kenneth Robeson. He, on the other hand, was becoming known by his own name.

The top tier, that was his destiny. He knew he’d get there. He loved the pulp business like no one else he knew. Most of the writers he knew were cynical about it, embarrassed by where their fortunes and talents had abandoned them and damned by their ambitions. They longed to be published in hardcover. Read in libraries. Discussed in cafés. They longed to be lionized like the legendary Street & Smith writers: Horatio Alger, Upton Sinclair, Theodore Dreiser, and, most of all, Jack London. The Flash didn’t crave the stature of those alumni, or even of Dent and Gibson. Particularly those two men, he felt, were his peers, who owed their elevated positions to the benefits of age and timing more than talent. When he looked desirously at another’s career, and chose to emulate its course, the writer could only be Edgar Rice Burroughs.

Tarzana. The thought of it practically made him sigh with longing. Burroughs’s ape-man had practically ushered in the pulp age, as publishers sprang up all over the place to try and produce a successful imitation. Through careful control Burroughs had parlayed the character in the funny papers, movies, toys, and games, not to mention a seemingly endless string of new novels and their lucrative international translations. With the money he had made doing this, he had turned around and bought himself a kingdom. A whole valley in California! Just outside of Los Angeles. He built and sold houses on the land to the suckers who wanted to get out of the city. He ran the town council. He was king of the pulp jungle.

Just before the decision to move back to New York had been made, The Flash had been in Hollywood writing a serial movie adventure, The Secret of Treasure Island. He had made the pilgrimage to the promised land of Tarzana and seen for himself what it had to offer. It was peaceful and bucolic in the California way. Fragrant orange trees basked in the warm sun, shading the little backyards behind the small houses Burroughs had built and sold.

He could do better, he had decided as he strolled down the elm-lined sidewalks of Tarzana. He had tried to meet Burroughs but the people at his gatehouse said he was otherwise engaged. Imagine being too busy to meet The Flash! He suspected that Burroughs, now an elderly man, might be jealous of The Flash’s youth and vitality. Burroughs was richer than Croesus. He had created an empire. By simply writing! Now why wouldn’t The Flash himself aspire to do the same?

Tarzana.

To get there he knew he first had to jump from the second row to the clothesline. Astounding Stories looked like it might finally be the way. Campbell had already moved it from the second row to the first. It just needed a push to get to the top tier. Then maybe The Flash could land a hero mag for himself.

He turned from the newsstand. It was much colder in New York than it had been a few months ago in Hollywood. A fell winter wind blew off the dank Hudson River, which he could see just west of him. The wind stung the ears and eyes, and he turned up his collar, wishing he had had time to pack a heavier coat. Upon his return from Hollywood, he hadn’t even made it up the stone path from the front gate to the white door of his house in Bremerton, Washington, before his wife, Polly, had turned him away. He had had an affair with a starlet, and a jealous former lover of hers had written his wife a letter, ratting him out. He loved his wife and loved being married, and he didn’t feel he deserved to be banished from their household just because he had done something stupid out of loneliness. The suitcase he had brought with him to his hotel in New York was the same one he had been carrying when she had appeared in tears upon their front porch. In it then, and now carefully arrayed on his cabinet in the hotel, was an untouched brand-new teddy bear for his son, Ron Jr.; and a china doll for his daughter, Catherine.

Damn, it was cold. He looked at the faces of the men hovering outside the Street & Smith building—anxious men, expectant men, hopeful men. Men who hoped to be able to slip a story to a passing ed in exchange for a few bucks or a break. He realized that no matter how many times the radio played “Happy Days Are Here Again!” or Roosevelt spoke about the next New Deal, the Depression was not over. Especially not for these men. These were the penny-a-word men. Most of them had other jobs and were here on their lunch hour. Some of them spent an entire day out here, trying to scribble stories in notebooks as they waited. The Flash felt a moment of dread. This was the fate that awaited him if he fell to the third row, or farther. Even a guy with talent could end up like Lovecraft. In truth he knew that his moments of weakness, as with that actress, could put him out here on the street faster than failure to anticipate the public taste ever could.

He walked past the line of men, aware that they were staring at him. A tall, gawky teen tried to foist some pages on him but stepped back at the last moment. The teen looked at his face eagerly and then his face fell as he realized that The Flash wasn’t an ed. Just a writer.

Francis Scott Street and Francis Shubael Smith had founded the company which took their names in 1855. The firm had made its home in this seven-story, block-long building fifteen years before The Flash was born. Even outside it was possible to feel the deep and persistent thrumming vibrations of the enormous printers, rolling and pounding below the street in the basement; and the binders, which folded the cheap pulp paper into four sections to make a book. Farther up the street he could see the trucks at the loading docks, and the teamsters tossing the bales of freshly printed pulps into them. Some of them were down to their undershirts, even in the chill air, and their coarse language and rough joking reinforced for The Flash that the pulp business was hard work. From the discipline and determination it took to write pulps to the aggressive tactics it took to get them published and onto the newsstands, it was a man’s job. He knew of no women pulp writers—even the romances were written by men—and he couldn’t name a female artist or ed to save his life. Not that there weren’t women in pulps. There were assistants and secretaries.

God, that actress! What had he been thinking?

He put his hand on the door and opened it up. The security guard inside waved him on in. His tenure as president of the Guild had granted him certain privileges; easy access to the Street & Smith building was one of them. The reception lobby was faded and dark. The walls were brown from years of cigarette and cigar smoke (The Flash detested smoking). The carpet was worn from years of shuffling feet. The wood desk was scuffed, and the club chairs were leaking stuffing. In spite of the scent of smoke, he loved it all. He headed for the elevator.

She had had long, loose blond hair and staggering blue eyes and she smelled like an orange grove on the Malibu shores at sunset. She was California incarnate. When he had first been introduced to her on the set, she had been dressed in the wardrobe of an explorer, with tight beige jodhpurs and a crisp white blouse that accented the dark tan of her cleavage. Later he would find that skin to be smooth and warm, covering muscles toned by years spent splashing through the surf. She was utterly without restraint, introducing him to situations and sensations he had never even dreamt of. Her red lips and sharp tongue had peppered his body with kisses; she had devoured him in every way. He had tried to match her enthusiasm; after all, he was a young man in his prime. Not even his own wife had made him feel so powerful in bed as this fierce Hollywood creature.
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