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  THE HEP CATS OF ULTHAR


  It was dark in the alley, but after the trenches and the Meuse-Argonne offensive, I knew a dead body when I saw one. I moved closer and smelled the blood and the shit. Closer still and I focused it was Margie lying there.


  I winced, because of the state of the body—partly shredded, partly smashed, with pieces missing—and because I’d known and liked her. She’d been a cheerful little wren with music in her soul, always stepping and swaying to the beat as she wove her way among the tables.


  Then I realized that whoever had done this to her, he could still be nearby, maybe watching me this second. I shifted my trombone case to my left hand and slipped my Harlem toothpick out of my pocket. I thumbed the button, and the blade flicked out to gleam in the moonlight.


  I turned, searching the shadows. A pair of blinkers gleamed back at me like it was Satan standing there, and I pointed the knife straight at them.


  Then a smallish shape yowled, jumped off the trashcan it had been crouching on, and padded toward me. It was a long, skinny black tomcat with big ears.


  Some of the tension quivered out of me. The cat kept squalling.


  “It’s all right,” I told him. “The killer’s gone.”


  The cat went right on fussing. Until suddenly he wasn’t just yowling anymore. I could make out a word: “Cop! Cop! Cop!”


  For a tick, I thought I was imagining it. I’d blown a little weed between sets, and maybe it was stronger than I’d thought. Then I glimpsed a flicker of motion at the far end of the alley.


  It could be a pounder heading in my direction, and if it was, did I want to be caught standing over the body with a switchblade in my paddle? It didn’t have any blood on it and neither did I, but little details like that might not keep the man from trying to pin the murder on me. Police work could get fast and sloppy when the victim and suspect were both Negroes. And I could easily have tailed Margie from the speakeasy where we both worked.


  I put the knife back in its hideaway and copped a drill between two houses. The black tom bounded along beside me all the way back to the boardinghouse where I was living.


  I doubted the saw would like me bringing a stray cat inside. But she was almost certainly copping a nod, I maybe owed the tom a favor, and besides, I was curious. So what the hell.


  I found some moo juice in the icebox, poured it into a bowl, set it on the floor of my cubby, and sat on the bed watching the cat lap it up. When he’d had enough, he looked up and me and meowed.


  “Don’t just make noise,” I told him. “Talk like you did before.” If he could. Now that some time had passed, it was hard to believe he ever really had.


  “Listen like you did before,” the tom replied, still meowing, but with the words inside the sound. “You have to concentrate.”


  “Damn,” I said. “How is this happening?”


  The tom sprang up on the pad beside me. “Where I come from, cats can talk to any human with the knack for hearing us. Scratch my face.”


  I did. His fur was nice and soft.


  “Where do you come from?” I asked.


  “Ulthar. A town in another world that some of you humans visit in your dreams.”


  I shook my head. “I feel like I’m dreaming now.”


  “No, you don’t. That’s just a thing humans say when they’re bewildered. But you have it in you to be a powerful dreamer. That’s the reason you understand me.”


  “I guess musicians are dreamers.” I chuckled. “And drunks. And clipsters. So why are you here in my world?”


  He nuzzled my hand. “It’s your fault. Well, your band’s. I live in a tavern. Sometimes, when everything was quiet, I could just hear your music. I tried to find where it was coming from and wandered into your tavern.”


  “We call it a speak.”


  “Whatever it is, the jump was confusing, and before I could get my bearings, someone caught me and put me out. I’ve been waiting for a chance to get back inside.”


  “And go back home?”


  “I hope so.”


  “I’ll sneak you in tomorrow night. Meanwhile, tell me this. Did you see what happened to Margie, the chick in the alley?”


  “No, but finding her made me wonder.”


  “About what?”


  “Whether I’m the only thing from the Dreamlands to slip across.”


  We talked for a while longer, but without me collaring the situation any more clearly than before, which meant I still felt like an icky. I did find out the talking cat’s name was Onyx, and that if I partook of a stick, he liked me to blow the smoke in his map. Eventually I caught some cups, and he did the same curled up nestled against me on top of the lily whites.


  The juice joint where I worked—the Kadath Club--was a “supper club” where the customers needed membership cards to get in and the panther sweat came in coffee cups. I wasn’t happy when I got there and lamped the screaming-gasser parked out front. I had no eyes to talk to the law. But I figured that showing up for work was less suspicious than ducking it, so I told Onyx I’d see him later and broomed on in.


  It turned out to be the right choice. The snatcher, a big, square-built Irishman named Boyle, had no idea I’d been in the alley. He didn’t suspect me or anybody who’d worked with Margie. But it was routine for him to question all of us anyway, just in case someone knew something.


  When he finished with all the questions I might have expected, he asked, “Did you know Donald Williams?”


  “No,” I said, and it was the bible. I had no idea who that had been. But I had a hunch why Boyle was asking. “Did somebody else die the same way as Margie?”


  Boyle glowered. He expected to ask the questions, not answer them, especially when the man across from him was colored.


  I did my best to look and sound all respectful and Tom-o-reemi. “I just want to know because I walk home that way every night.”


  “Then be smart and stick to the streets. Now get out of here and send in the next dinge.”


  I sneaked Onyx into the speak not long after. It was easy. People were busy beating their gums about Margie’s death and worrying about what Boyle might think or do. I wished I could talk to the tom about what I’d discovered, but I was worried somebody would notice. So I just let him dart onward to find himself a hiding place.


  Boyle finally left about that time of the early black when the band needed to start getting ready. I was screwing my axe together when Eddington Pryce—our boss—walked up with a pile of handwritten charts in his hands.


  Skinny and pinch-faced with a big white slab of a forehead and thinning hair, Pryce dressed and talked like the biggity blueblood he was, a hincty sort who always had his glasses on and was one salty son of a bitch in general. But he was a Gabriel, too, and somewhere along the way, the jazz bug bit him.


  I suspected he wished he could play his trumpet alongside cats like us, but back then you just didn’t put ofays and oxfords together on the main kick, and the faces didn’t yet have swing bands of their own. So he did the next best thing. He opened a speak, hired a band, and wrote and arranged for us. Which had always been all right by me. He had some chops.


  But this evening was different. Scowling as he passed out the sheet music, he said, “You need to perform these songs precisely as written. Right down the alley!” Somehow, he never sounded more like a Jeff than when he talked jive.


  I glanced through the top chart, an arrangement of “Muscle Shoals Blues.” He’d even written down my solo in exact detail.


  A couple guys who’d been with the band since before my time exchanged glances in a way that told me they’d been through this before. Shorty, our hide-beater, said, “Boss, if you want it to cook—”


  “Do it!” Pryce snapped. “Anyone who doesn’t will be fired!”


  We went on not long after, and at first it was all right. None of us was a Fats or a Dippermouth, but Boston wasn’t the Big Red Apple or Chicago, and as far as the alligators and rug cutters who’d come out to hear us were concerned, we were solid senders. Their mitt pounding made playing fun even if it wasn’t as much fun as it could have been.


  Gradually, though, the music began to feel wrong, like there was something nasty hiding between the notes or inside the harmony. My tongue felt hot and my feelers smarted as I flipped the slush-pump’s slide in and out.


  I glanced around the stage. The other cats looked sweaty and shaky. Shorty’s eyes shifted to meet mine, and I saw the fear in them.


  It was crazy to think Pryce’s arrangements were making us sick, but it sure seemed like it. I decided to lay out for a few bars and see if I started feeling better.


  I couldn’t do it. It was like the music had changed from something we were making to a power that was talking through us like it was a ventriloquist and we were the dummies.


  The pains in my mouth and hand got worse, and then the sickness we were feeling up on the main kick reached out to infect the crowd as well. Dancers stumbled, and one fainted. A fat man choked on a bite of steak. A flapper in swinging loops of pearls pounded on his back while a waitress—a gammin’ light-skinned peola like all of them, like Margie had been—hovered with a glass of water.


  Suddenly, at the other end of the room, Onyx leaped over the counter of the coat-check room and out into the open. As far as I could tell, nobody else noticed. Cecily, the attendant, should have been standing right there, but she wasn’t. Maybe she’d passed out, too.


  As Onyx dashed along the wall, a shadow appeared behind the counter. It was bigger than a man, big enough to fill the space, and as it started climbing through, it darkened. Or thickened.


  Meanwhile, the music stabbed at me. My heart slammed to the beat, and it seemed I couldn’t take a breath, although I don’t know how that could have been true since we all were playing louder by the second. At one of the ringside tables, a woman let out a high, thin wail, like she had the urge to scream but wasn’t sure there was actually a reason.


  I was pretty sure there was reason to make a move before I had a real heart attack, the big shadow turned into something I could focus clearly, or it caught up with Onyx. Reminding myself that the tom had said I had the expubidence to be a “powerful dreamer”—whatever that meant—I tried again to break the music’s spell. This time, instead of straining to stop playing, I struggled to blast out a sour gutbucket riff that wasn’t any part of ‘Potato Head Blues’, the tune we were in the middle of.


  The notes blared out of my horn and tore ‘Potato Head Blues’ to pieces. The shadow vanished, and over the next couple seconds, the other instruments staggered to a halt. The crowd stared up at the stage. Some looked dazed, some like they’d suddenly been awakened from a nod, and others relieved although they didn’t quite know why.


  Charles, our clarinetist and leader, a buddy ghee always togged to the bricks with hair fried straight, rapped, ‘Honeysuckle Rose’!” He raised the gob stick to his mouth, started the song, and the rest of us joined in, playing something we knew by heart, in the way it felt natural to play it.


  We didn’t go back to Pryce’s new charts, either, and after a couple songs I was worrying less about heart attacks and scary shadows and more about losing my job. But when we finished the set, there was no sign of him. Apparently he’d holed up upstairs in his office.


  The other musicians headed for the alley behind the building where it was our habit to nip from flasks, blow boo, and screw whores against the wall. Tonight, they’d likely speculate about what had happened when we were playing Pryce’s charts and reassure one another that it couldn’t really have been as crazy and dangerous as it seemed.


  I peeled off from the rest, looked for Onyx, and lamped his glims shining in a hallway. I followed him into a storeroom full of cases of the real McCoy the blockers ran in from Canada. Onyx jumped up on a stack of the crates and put us more eye to eye.


  “What just happened?” I asked him.


  “There was sorcery inside the music you were playing.”


  Even coming from a talking cat, even after what I’d just been through, that was a lot to take in. “You mean like hoodoo? That would make Mr. Pryce the hoodoo man. Which is crazy.”


  “Why?”


  For one thing, he was an ofay, and I thought of hoodoo as a thing we colored folks did, though I’d never put much stock in it myself. For another …


  “Why would he make his own customers sick?” I asked.


  “I don’t think he meant to,” Onyx said. He paused to lick a paw and swipe at his map with it. “He may have been trying to call and control the shadow thing. But the spell went wrong.”


  “Hm. And why did the spook go after you?”


  “Perhaps it recognized me as something else that doesn’t belong here. Maybe it thought I recognized it too and knew how to deal with it.”


  “Do you?”


  “No. Like all my kind, I have a nose for magic, but I’m no warlock.”


  “Is that what we need?”


  “Maybe. There’s no passage to the Dreamlands left for me to pass through. It closed up.”


  “I’m sorry about that.”


  “You should be! Because it means the shadow isn’t going anywhere, either, and until it does, it will keep preying on humans. You need to talk to your Mr. Pryce.”


  I shook my head. “You don’t know him. He’d never admit to working hoodoo or being somehow involved in Margie’s death, certainly not to the likes of me, even if it turned out he could understand you, too. And if he did, I wouldn’t put it past him to try to use you somehow. Maybe knock you to the spook as a bribe.”


  “Well, you have to do something!”


  Did I?


  I was sorry for Onyx, stuck where he didn’t belong. That didn’t make it my responsibility to get him home.


  I was sorrier for Margie, dying like she had, but it was the job of killjoys like Boyle to catch the killer. The smart play would be to hop the next train to the land o’ darkness and leave them to it.


  Except that the police were never going to catch the shadow, not when they thought it was a person. The creature would go on killing.


  With a muttered “Fuck,” I decided I did have to try something.


  I’d always been like that, inclined to step up even when common sense said to turn away. Maybe I liked the excitement. Anyway, I hadn’t ended up on the clip side of the big moist because Sam got me. I’d enlisted, and the same stupid instinct was pushing me now.


  Unfortunately, the urge didn’t come with any bright ideas about what I actually could do. But I mulled it over for a few ticks, and then a thought came to me. “The partner,” I said.


  “Who?” Onyx asked.


  “Pryce doesn’t own this place by himself. There’s another man, although I haven’t focused him in a while.”


  “Maybe he stopped coming around because he knew bad things were happening.”


  “Maybe.” I snorted. “At least we can ask him about it without accusing him of praying to the Devil.”


  I claimed I still felt sick from whatever had happened in the club, and Charles gave me the next night off. I used it to track Pryce’s partner to an art gallery on Newbury Street. It turned out the joint was exhibiting his paintings: ’The Art of Richard Upton Pickman.’


  I didn’t recall Pickman ever getting nasty and astorperious with any of the people who worked in the club. But I doubted he’d appreciate one of Aunt Hagar’s chillun brooming on into the middle of his party and beefing to him while he was trying to peddle his pictures to other white folks. So I found a side door to tap on, and when somebody answered it, I claimed I had a message for Pickman. The man let me in and, after warning me, “Do not let go of that animal,” left me to wait with Onyx in a cluttered backroom that smelled of turpentine.


  From there, I could look out into the rest of the gallery. Enough to realize that if I did accuse Pickman of worshipping Old Scratch, I might not be the first. And that it might have been hard to turn his show into any more of a bring-down no matter how I buttonholed him.


  The paintings were beautiful because Pickman was reet at his job, but horrible enough to turn your stomach because of what was in them. Pale, skinny creatures with doglike maps and long, spidery arms crept through graveyards and sneaked up behind a lone woman on a subway platform. In the picture on the easel in the center of the room, one of the dog men was tearing rotten chunks of meat out of a body in a broken coffin and stuffing them into its mouth.


  And most of the folks who’d turned out to lamp Pickman’s work didn’t like it. They must have had some idea of what they were coming to see, but when they actually focused it, it was just too gruesome. Tall with dark, deep-set peekers, yellowish crumb crushers, and paint stains on his feelers and cuffs, the artist sneered at the squares who flinched, muttered their disapproval to one or another, or collared a broom with a solid zoom back out into the black.


  Eventually the man who’d let me in went and whispered to him. Pickman looked in my direction, frowned, and headed toward me.


  Though we’d talked a couple times in the speak, I could tell he didn’t recognize me. I introduced myself again and then tried to boot him as to what was going on and why I’d come to see him.


  At first, it seemed like he believed me. But when I finished, he grinned, shook his head, and said, “You should stop drinking tarantula juice. It’s rotting your brain.”


  “Everything I said is the bible,” I replied. “Tell him, Onyx.”


  “It’s all true,” said the tom.


  If Pickman could hear the words inside the meowing, he didn’t let on. “I mean it. You need to dry out before you land in an asylum.”


  Behind him, a fat woman who’d cut out a few ticks earlier marched back through the front door of the gallery. Underneath the eye shadow, rouge, and lipstick, her round pan was set in a scowl, like the faces of doughboys I’d seen who didn’t want to go over the top but had decided that since they had to, they were going to make Jerry sorry they had.


  Meanwhile, I was still trying to get Pickman to open up. “Sir,” I said, “if you don’t believe any of this, then why did you take the time to listen to all of it? On your big night?”


  The fat woman stopped in front of the picture on the easel and reached into her handbag.


  Pickman gestured to the door I’d come through. “Enough blather. It’s time for you to go.”


  I guessed I might as well final. Whatever he collared, he wasn’t going to slide his jib to me. But as I started to turn away, the woman pulled a nail file out of her bag.


  I dropped Onyx, shoved Pickman out of the way, and charged out into the front room of the gallery. The woman swung the nail file over her head icepick style. I plowed into her, grabbed for her arm but missed, and we fell down on the floor together.


  Scared she’d stick the nail file into me, I kept trying to get hold of her flailing arm. She screamed, and other people came running. A man swung his plate back to kick me in the head, and, tangled up with the woman like I was, there wasn’t much I could do about it.


  But Onyx sprang onto the foot that was planted on the floor and clawed the man’s prop through his pegs. The man yelped, lost his balance, and staggered backward.


  Then Pickman was there. He stooped, caught hold of the woman’s wrist, twisted the nail file out of her mitt, and waved it back and forth for everyone to see. “Look! She was about to destroy The Ghoul’s Feast! The Negro stopped her!”


  I was pretty sure there were other people in the room who would have been glad to see the painting cut up and who didn’t like lamping a colored man put his paddles on a white lady no matter what. Still, after Pickman spieled to them, they didn’t have the nerve to act like it. The gallery owner sent the fat woman on her way with the warning that if she ever came back, he’d call the nab. Pickman took Onyx and me back into the storeroom.


  “Thank you,” he said. “The Ghoul’s Feast is the best thing I’ve done so far. I keep thinking that even here in the kingdom of the ‘Booboiesie,’ as Mencken calls them, some perceptive soul will want to buy it.” He snorted. “Perhaps, if the Herald Journal reports that an ignorant prude tried to slash it to shreds, the notoriety will help.”


  “Maybe,” I said. “Mr. Pickman, from the things you paint, you must know I’m not crazy. Are you sure you can’t see your way clear to help me?”


  He took a silver cigarette case out of his pocket, scratched a scratcher, lit up a lung-buster, and blew out a plume of smoke. “You have to understand,” he said at last, “I’m reluctant to discuss certain aspects of my life. As long as our modern-day Cotton Mathers think I’m painting purely from my degenerate imagination, they’re mostly content to shake their fingers and leave it at that. But if they ever realized the truth is more complex, they might break out the nooses and the pressing stones just like in the good old days.”


  “I won’t rat on you.”


  “I believe you, and now I owe you. So if you really want me to, I’ll tell you what’s going on in the Kadath Club. Although I think you’d be wiser to find another job and forget about it.”


  “I think so, too, but I guess I’m just not all that foxy.”


  He chuckled. “Nor am I. I’ve always been fascinated by things better left alone; occultism, the secret history of Massachusetts, what have you. That’s what drew Eddington Pryce and me together. We met in college, where we noticed one another annoying the professors with questions about the Salem witch trials and pestering the librarians with requests for access to the same restricted books.”


  Pickman took another drag on his cigarette. “Clearly, we were kindred spirits, but with differences, too. My talent was painting, and his was music. I was lucky enough to possess a modest income and content to live within my means. He came from wealth and had the lavish tastes and grandiose expectations to match.


  “That became a problem when his father discovered just how scandalous some of his son’s interests and habits were and cut him off without a penny. Eddington couldn’t bear the thought of working at an ordinary sort of job and making do with the salary, even if his eccentric course of study had prepared him for one. He had to be the boss, he had to make piles of money, and the enterprise had to be one he found congenial.”


  “Since he liked hooch and jazz,” I said, “that meant opening a speak.”


  Pickman nodded. “But you need seed money to do that, and he couldn’t find investors. So he came to me.”


  I cocked my head. “Even though you only had a ‘modest income?’”


  “This is where the story takes a turn most people wouldn’t believe. But I suppose you will. Ghouls actually exist, and I’ve been able to study and paint them because I’ve cultivated an understanding with them. At Eddington’s request, I provided an introduction.”


  It gave me a chill to hear that the dog men from the paintings really were creeping and crawling around under Boston. But I’d already been through too much to cast a kitten over it. “The ghouls have dough?”


  Pickman smiled. “Plenty of people are buried with jewelry or at least the gold in their teeth.”


  “All right, but why give it to Pryce?”


  “Because ghouls enjoy some of the same things we do. They wanted there to be a place where they could drink liquor and listen to live music.”


  “Wait. These things were in the speak? And nobody noticed?”


  “Mostly, they hid in the cellar underneath. But some ghouls are born human and change later in life, and some of those can still pass if they bundle up and work some petty magic.”


  “Jesus! But I dig. The shadow thing is a kind of ghoul that comes up through the cellar and isn’t satisfied just to guzzle foam and listen to the band.”


  “No,” Onyx said, jumping up onto a worktable littered with pieces of picture frame. “That doesn’t explain how I got here.”


  “Your friend is right,” Pickman said. “There’s more to the story. Things were all right for a while, but then Eddington became dissatisfied with the arrangement he’d negotiated. The ghouls drank a lot of liquor. Worse, even though they could disguise themselves, ordinary human beings became uneasy without knowing why when they were in the club. Customers left early and subsequently took their business elsewhere. All of which meant the Kadath Club was never going to be as profitable or fashionable as Eddington wanted, as long as his silent partners were hanging around.”


  “But he couldn’t just tell them to beat it,” I said. “They wouldn’t have come on that tab. They probably would have torn him apart.”


  “Exactly.” Pickman lit a new smoke off the butt of the old one. “But he knew there were things even ghouls are afraid of. If he summoned one and made it his watchdog, they wouldn’t come around anymore.”


  “And he collared how to do that?”


  “Unfortunately, more or less. I’m happy just to witness and paint the secret marvels of existence. But Eddington was fool enough to believe human beings can control them. He’d experimented with the ancient spells and corresponded with a cellist in Paris about how to work magic through music. He used the knowledge to summon a creature from another world.” Pickman looked at Onyx. “Apparently making a temporary hole that you wandered through as well.”


  “Did Mr. Pryce know the shadow was going to start killing people?” I asked.


  Pickman shook his dome. “He thought he could keep the entity locked in a sort of limbo space where the ghouls would sense it but it couldn’t do any actual harm. Obviously, though, it’s found a way to break through into our reality from time to time. I imagine the ‘charts’ Eddington gave you to play represented an attempt to reestablish control, but from your description of what happened, I suspect he’s only made things worse.”


  “Damn,” I said. “If he doesn’t know how to fix this and you don’t, either—”


  “I do,” Onyx meowed.


  Pickman and I both turned our blinkers on him.


  “Then lay it on us,” I said.


  “Ghouls are creatures of your world and the Dreamlands. Their tunnels connect the two.”


  I grunted. “If that means you can truck on home, I’m happy for you. But it still leaves the shadow killing folks on this side of the fence.”


  “I told you I’m no warlock,” the tom replied, “but I know a witch. If we talk to her, perhaps she can help.”
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