



[image: Cover Image]





HUMPTY DUMPTY: AN OVAL


DAMON KNIGHT


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com






Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.









My ears were made keen by always listening. Often, wherever I was, even at the top of the house, I waited motionless for the enormous clock to strike, lest the boom take me by surprise.


Robert Aickman, “The Fetch”







A foreign place


Mimmuzmaz. Kunruht: somebody was snoring. A rustle, a catch, a pause, then again: Mimme. Nene. Droohoohoot, off in the golden half-darkness. I could tell I had been here, lazily adrift in bed, a long lost time listening, but where was here? That was a very good question.


I moved my hilly arms and legs, patted myself in dumb show. Limbs all present, cock-and-ball story, and down inside I was still Wellington Stout as ever. But I found a thick bandage on my forehead, and my head hurt in a remote village way.


“Hullo!” I called. “Anyone?”


I listened. Now I heard voices whispering or muttering in the distance, old women’s voices by the sound of them. And stifled old-lady laughter.


—Poor man, why’s he here at all?


—Why, don’t you know, he was shotten in the hode.


—Do tell! Where was that, pray?


—In the lavateria, o’ course, eatin’ a plate o’ calzoni. (Giggles, or senile titterings.)


“Hallo?” I called again. A rustle, and the voices fell silent. After a moment a figure loomed, a woman in yellow.


“You are awake?” she said.


“Yes, I am. Is this a hospital?” I reached for her sleeve to make sure it was real, but she drew back without moving.


“It is the Ospedale San Carlo Borromeo,” she said, and thrust the cold catch of a thermometer into my mouth. “You have had an injury, but you are better now.”


Italy, of course, and now it was coming back to me. Well, of course, I had touched down in Milan on the way to my stepdaughter’s wedding in Rome; I remembered that all right. I had a date to hand off brother Tom’s mysterious packet to Roger Somebody, and then … a solid London fog, but before I could ask another question she had gone, and the thermometer too. Pretty brisk, I thought.


It was a different room now, smaller and brighter, with daylight blaring through the windows. And the voices were coming in again, apparently from the cold telly over the foot of my bed.


—Did you hear now what he done with that houri in the Underground?


—Ah, that’s an old weave’s tale.


—Tall it to us all the seam.


—Well, she came from the south, and rolled her Rs like; then his jool fell out his panics and she pricked it up lipo, lapo.


—It was her fall-openin’ tubes, you know, the dirty slit. They mizzures them in metros and it’s slup it up, slap it out. Daid or alive-o, it’s all one to thim.


Were they talking about me? “Nothing of the sort!” I called. “That’s total rubbish!” On consideration, I wasn’t sure what I was indignant about, as I hadn’t understood half of what the old women said. But I admit I was feeling a breath of alarm. Abandoned in a foreign place, perhaps a loony bin, and nobody knew where I was or gave a damn. You have been injured, and what was that about shotten in the hode? “Nurse!” I called. I tried levering myself up; that was not a success. Instant hollowness inside, sharp pain in my left arm, bed skating back and forth.


“Uncle Bill, guess what, Roberto and I are getting married in October.” Her voice, clear as a tinkerbell over the wire.


“Are you sure?” I said, or remembered saying.


“Oh, yes, it’s all decided.”


“But I mean, you’ve only known him a month? Who are his people?”


“Oh, they’re a very solid family. Bankers and lawyers. They wanted to know who my people were.”


“They did, did they?”


“Oh, yes, I had to sit through an inquisition in his grandmother’s parlor. It was awful.”


A silence, full of things unsaid. “Are you going to live in Italy?”


“Oh, yes. In Rome, but we’ll be spending some time in France and Switzerland too. Will you come to the wedding?”


“Try keeping me away.”


“All right. I love you, you know.”


“I love you, Cis.”


She rang off, I suppose, and for some reason I found myself lying with my eyes shut thinking of Potamos, Pennsylvania, where I hadn’t been since my mother’s funeral. On certain streets there were frame houses behind white picket fences, and I was a boy walking up the middle of one of those streets, all alone in the deep silence. The houses were dark, but the pales of the fences were cotton white in the crazy eye of the moon. Now I was climbing the hill where the black pines began to close in, and I knew something awful was waiting up there.


Then the bed fell plump under me, and I lay watching patterns squirm like serpents on the ceiling until a nurse came in. She was shorter and thicker than the other, just a blur although it was daylight, and I realized that was because my contacts had gone and I didn’t have my glasses.


“Buon giorno,” she said.


“Buon giorno. I want to see a doctor, please.”


“Non capisco.” She cranked my bed up, swung a tray-table over, handed me some pills in a plastic cup, then a glass of water with a bent straw in it. She waited while I swallowed the pills.


“Donde è il doctore?” I asked. She turned away. “Donde son il mia espectaculos?” Damn, she had gone. Italian not good enough for her, probably, but I was doing my best.


Another nurse came in, a slender little thing who didn’t understand my Italian either. She brought me a duckie to piss in, then lathered me from a can of plastic cream and shaved me very nicely with a blue plastic razor. She combed my hair, too, looked me over critically and smiled. Then I must have gone away and come back again, because when I looked up, a brown young man in a white coat was seated beside me.




How are you feeling?


“How are you feeling, Mr. Stout?” he asked.


“Not very well, thanks. Why am I here?”


“You were shot. You don’t remember that?”


“No. My head hurts.”


“That’s because you were shot in the head. But it was a very little bullet.”


I touched my forehead where the lump of bandage was. “Who shot me?”


“I don’t know. What is the last thing you remember?”


“I was just going out to dinner. How long will I be here?”


“Not long. We’ll see.”


I must have got a touch leaky at that point; the doctor handed me a paper handkerchief to wipe my eyes. That reminded me, and I asked him, “Where are my contacts?”


He looked up and spoke to a nurse. “She will bring them,” he said. He got up.


“Doctor,” I said, “before you go, what day is it?”


“It is Saturday.” He went away, and the nurse with him.


Saturday. I had been here three days, and Cicely was already married.


The box of paper handkerchiefs was empty, but I found another one in the drawer of the bedside table. Under it was a newspaper, folded open to a headline: TURISTA INGLESE ATTACCATO. After a moment I realized that the story was about me, although they had got my nationality wrong and misspelt my name. I translated it slowly to myself, moving my lips in the hard parts.




An English tourist was wounded in the head yesterday in an altercation at the Flavo Restaurant in the Via Postumia. The assailant, Emilio da Lionghi, a 27 year old employee of the restaurant, fled into the street. The Englishman, Willingdon Stout, 64, is in serious condition at the Ospedale S. Carlo Borromeo.





Carlo Borromeo was a rich nobleman who might have spent his life eating grapes and tupping gentle ladies if a papal inadvertence had not made him a cardinal and a saint. There was still a Borromeo Palace and a Piazza Borromeo in Milan. But who was Emilio da Lionghi? I had never heard the name before. I remembered going to the restaurant … no, not even that, I remembered leaving my hotel. Before that, I remembered the phone call from Roger Something. Roger had suggested the restaurant. I remembered getting into a taxi, or was I making that part up? “Ristorante Flavo, per favore.” Had I said that, or only planned to say it? The rest was a wall of white cotton; I leaned my head against it but couldn’t get in.


I turned to the first page of the newspaper to see what the date was. A large headline caught my eye: PIANETA MISTERIOSA SI AVVICINA. A mysterious planet?


The nurse came with another plastic cup; this one was half full of clear fluid. I looked a question at her. She pointed to the cup and said, “Le lenti.” Then I understood, and stirred the solution with my finger until I found one lens after another, and put them in my eyes. The improvement was wonderful; I could see every thread in the nurse’s cap and every hair in her mustache. “Grazie,” I said.


“Prego.” She went away, pushing her bosom ahead of her like an icebreaker. A 42 D, if not more.


I looked around. I was in a peach-colored room big enough for my bed, two tables, a little red Italian television braced to the ceiling, and a Paris green armchair. There was a modest crucifix on the wall. A bottle hung from a chrome coatrack sort of thing, with a tube ending in a needle taped to the inside of my left elbow. The burnt-orange drapes were open; I could see clouds and the tops of trees, possibly Arctic maples or elms. I caught sight of a lemon telephone on the other table, not the bedside one. On the bedside table there was nothing but my box of paper handkerchiefs and a kidney-shaped little basin, suitable for vomiting into.


The phone rang then and I picked it up without thinking. “Stout here.” I leaned back and put my feet up.


It was my brother in New York. He was ten years older than me, and he was wheezing: too many cigars and cigarettes. “Welly, are you getting any rain in London?” He was the only one who still called me Welly, because he knew I hated it.


“Cats and dogs, Tom,” I said. “Did you ring me up for a weather report?”


“No, it’s something else this time. I hear your step-daughter’s getting married in Rome. You going down for the wedding?”


“Yes, of course. How are you, Tom?”


“I’m fine, and Eunice is fine. Now look, Welly, I need a favor. Can you drop something off in Milan when you go?”


“Why not send it by FedEx?”


“It belongs to some friends of mine. It’s too sensitive for regular channels, in fact it’s so hush-hush that they can’t use their own people. And you have to forget about it afterward.”


“Oh, hell.”


“Meaning you’ll do it?”


“It’s a damn nuisance, Tom. Wait while I look at my diary. My flight’s on the thirteenth, is that any good to you?”


“The wedding’s on the fifteenth, I thought.”


“Right, but I wanted to get there a couple of days early. How do you know so much, Tom?”


“Oh, it isn’t hard. I don’t suppose you have a layover in Milan?”


“Afraid not.”


“Well, see if you can get another flight. The guy in Milan will meet you in the airport or wherever you say. You hand him the parcel and bye-bye.”


“Tom, that won’t work. The only flight stopping at Milan has a thirty-minute layover. That’s not long enough to go through customs. What if I just check your parcel and give somebody the ticket stub?”


“It’s got to be carried by hand, Welly. Spend a day there, have some dinner, get a night’s sleep.”


“Tom, sorry, it’s out of the question. If I go to Milan, I’m going to get shot in the head. Can’t you understand that simple thing, for once in your life?” I rang off, and for a minute I lay feeling the sweet joy of having altered the past, turned a wrong decision inside out. It had been so wonderfully easy, too. Then I saw the bottle on the chrome stand. This was reality, then, and I was stuck to it like a bug in lemonade. And the voices were talking again.


—He says she’s married now, and him not there to lift her skirrits.


—High time too, the huzzy! Didn’t her mother catch them in the cupboard the time he was gettin’ her head handed to him?


—She thried to thwart him, but he buggered her with a broom.


—She’s barren then?


—Only in the bums.


—She was censered, you know, be the viaticum. There’s mony a schlap twixt the cope and the lap.


—O yes, the people sint in a little bull, but it’s papa who pays.


The nurse came in, the one who spoke English, and I said, “Nurse, can’t you do something about those old women?”


“The women?”


“The cleaners, or whoever they are. They keep talking and muttering about me, and I can’t stand it any longer.”


She went away.


—His pockets is full of fleabuses and conomdoms, and there’s an airman badge in his ivory. They calls him a brisk Arab, the dirty bagger.


—O yes, he’s a master baker, and boils up his rolls in the latrine-ay-oh.


—He takes it after his auld grandam Anna Gramma. His fadder was a pissant, he was, and kept an urchard, but he swallowed a bitter green applesin.


—In Isaac’s fall we skinned all. Till evensong, thy thumb belong, thy kingdom kong.


And so on; there was no end to it. Presently I found the remote control on the end of the flex hanging over the head of my bed, and switched on the television and looked at Italian soap opera. I didn’t understand one word in nine, but it saved me listening to the old women’s voices; they couldn’t talk through the television when it was on.


The nurse came back and pulled the needle out of my arm, put a patch where the puncture had been, and wheeled the trolley out of the room. I didn’t speak and neither did she.


Another nurse came with grape gelatin and Oxo, and then it was night again and the old women were muttering from the telly.


I switched on the television, although there was nothing on the screen but white noise. After a while I noticed that the dancing particles were coming together into a sort of face. Then it was morning.


The nice brown doctor sat down beside my bed. “Tell me about the voices you hear.”


“They’ve stopped now, I think.” I listened carefully. “Yes, they’ve gone. I haven’t heard them since last night.”


“We have changed your medicine,” he said. “If you hear these voices again, or if you see anything strange, please tell the nurse.”


“Strange how?”


“Oh—faces on the ceiling, for example.”


“All right.” My arms were covered in goose bumps.


“Have you seen something like that?”


“No, no, nothing at all.”


“Good.” He went away. I don’t think he believed me.




My mother’s family


My mother’s family were Irish, Scots-Irish, and Scots, Irish predominating; they settled in Pennsylvania and Ohio and were farmers, preachers and schoolteachers until the end of the nineteenth century, when they diversified into politics, millwork and journalism. My father’s people were mostly Germans; the name was Stauf until three generations ago. There are a couple of undistinguished artists on that side of the family tree; the rest are solid tradesmen, draymen and brewers.


My mother was seventeen when she married my father. He was a high school teacher in Potamos, a little town on the Delaware in southeastern Pennsylvania, and she was one of his students. My brother Tom was born that year, but he was already in college when I was eight, and I barely knew him until we were grown.


My father quit teaching, probably because the school didn’t renew his contract, but he stayed and went into business in Potamos, where my mother’s grandparents lived. They died before I was nine. They were tall and silent; I have a memory that one of them pinched me or hurt me in some way.


In 1945, when I was ten, my father and mother moved to a town named Seaview on the Oregon coast, where my father bought a hardware store. They were divorced three years later, and my mother took me back to Potamos. She married a classmate of hers named Don Fry in 1951, but didn’t keep his name after he left her in the early sixties.


My parents were both great readers and Anglophiles; she named me Wellington after the hero of Waterloo, and he supplied my middle name, Nelson, for the hero of Trafalgar. Taking the two together, I should have been a mariner, but instead I went to the University of Oregon and entered the architecture program. The math and the all-nighters were too much for me, and I dropped out after two quarters to become an English major (the closest I ever came, says Tom, to being an English admiral).


When I got out of college, Tom offered me a job selling ladies’ undergarments. To everyone’s surprise, I discovered a sort of talent for it. In two years I was a district sales manager, and a year after that I became the assistant to the sales manager of the British division with headquarters in London. After that came thirty-nine busy and eventful years, in which I had never been ill a day apart from colds and flu. Now here I was, shot in the head, a helpless and possibly deranged prisoner in an Italian hospital. It was enough to make a strong man weep.




Bang in the middle


In the afternoon a nurse helped me out of bed and held my arm while I walked to the can and back. It was somewhat like wearing stilts made of noodles.


The doctor came and sat beside my bed. “Mr. Stout, you will be going soon. I hope we have made you comfortable.”


“Oh, quite comfortable,” I said.


“Before you go I will give you some tablets, just for a few days. Your own doctor at home will prescribe for you after that. He can send to this hospital for your records.”


“Good.”


“Mr. Stout, you know that the bullet is still in your brain. It is in a place where we might make some damage if we try to remove it, so it’s better to leave it there. If it causes some trouble later, you may want to have surgery.”


“Now you tell me,” I said. One moment the bullet wasn’t in my brain, presto, the next moment there it was, bang in the middle.


“It may not cause trouble for years, but you should be prepared.”


“Is it likely to kill me, do you think?”


“It will certainly kill you, but the surgery might kill you too.”


“Yes, I see. Thank you.”


The doctor put his hands on his knees and leaned back a little. He needed a haircut, and he looked older than he had before; perhaps he was not the same doctor. “Mr. Stout, you know I have recently left my wife.”


“No, I didn’t know that.”


“Yes, it was impossible for us to live together. There are no children.”


“That’s something, anyway.”


“She was a virgin when we were married.”


“Oh, yes.”


“I loved her sister, but she married someone else.”


“How awful.”


“Now she is unhappy, and I am unhappy. My wife is unhappy too.”


“Ah.”


“So.” He stood up. “We all have our problems, Mr. Stout, isn’t that so?”


“Indeed it is. I’m glad to have had this little chat, Doctor.” We shook hands and he walked away.


Later one of the nurses came in smiling, with a newspaper in her hands. “A present for you,” she said. It was the International Daily Express.


“Thank you, that was very kind.” When she was gone, I glanced over the first page. I read under the headline NEW PLANET CONFIRMED:




A second Italian astronomer has confirmed the existence of the hitherto unknown planet which is approaching the earth. The planet, dubbed “Mongo” by the press, has not been officially named. Dr. Carlo Geppi, its discoverer, says that the elements of the new planet’s orbit have not yet been completely worked out, and its sudden appearance is unexplained. It is visible in the night sky in the constellation Aries, near the present position of Saturn and Jupiter.





A nurse brought in a brown man in a topcoat, smelling heavily of tobacco. He sat down beside me, took out a memorandum book and opened it. “Who shoot you?” he asked.


“I don’t know.”


“Where you were sitting when shoot?”


The nurse said something in Italian. I answered again, “I don’t know.”


“Remember nothing?” the man said.


“No.”


The man exchanged a few words with the nurse, shrugged, and put his book away. He got up and shook hands with me. “Buon giorno,” he said. Then he went, or else I drifted off somewhere.




A little problem with the parcel


When I came back I saw another man beside my bed, plump, about forty, pink and freckled, with ginger hair and a bristling ginger mustache, pale blue eyes and almost invisible lashes, just the kind of man I most dislike. He was wearing a brown corduroy jacket, candy-striped shirt and a really sick-making orange tie.


“You awake?” he said. “Remember me?”


“No, who are you?”


“We were having dinner the night you got shot. Roger Wort.” He put out his hand; it was fleshy and moist, as I expected. “How are you feeling, anyway?”


“Rotten.”


“That’s good, that’s good. Now the thing is, Welly, is we’ve got a little problem with that parcel.”


“Call me Bill, if you don’t mind.”


“Oh. Right, right. Now the thing is, Bill, is that you didn’t give me the parcel.”


“I didn’t?”


He hitched himself closer and stared at me with shifty, earnest eyes. “No. You said you thought it was in your pocket, but you must have left it in the hotel. So we were going to go back and get it after dinner, but in the meantime I gave you my business card and you gave me yours, and it could be that somebody thought that was the parcel, or rather that the information in the parcel was on the business card, you see what I’m driving at?”


“Yes, I follow, more or less.” I noticed that my speech was slipping farther towards the British end of the scale; that always happened with Americans I didn’t like.


“And so then you were shot, and your blood splattered all over me—”


“Sorry about that.”


“Hey, no problem, but I had to throw away a good shirt. And anyway, then there was a lot of jumping around and yelling, and when it was all over, I mean that night when I looked for your business card, it wasn’t there.”


“It wasn’t?”


“No, but maybe that didn’t mean anything, see, because when we searched your room afterward—”


“You searched my room?”


“Well, I mean, I personally didn’t search it, but somebody else searched it, and the parcel wasn’t there. So this could mean the information was really in the parcel and they wanted us to think it was on the business card, see, or else it was really on the business card and they wanted us to think it was in the parcel.”


“Very complex.”


“You can say that again. Now guess what?”


“I can’t possibly.”


“The next day we found the parcel.”


“No! Where?”


“In a garbage can a couple blocks away.”


“Then the information must have been on the business card.”


“No, because by the time we found it, the information in the parcel wasn’t the information they wanted.”


“Do you mean it wasn’t the same parcel?”


“It may have been the same parcel, but in that case somebody must have switched the parcels before they gave it to you. Anyway, Bill, we need to connect all the dots right away, and that means getting you the heck out of here. Can you walk and everything?”


“I think so. What time is it?” The curtains were shut; the room had a closed nighttime feeling.


“Little after seven.”


“A.m. or p.m.?”


“P.m.” He got up and opened the door of the little wardrobe. “Here’s your pants, here’s your shoes—no socks or underwear, I’m afraid.”


“No jacket? Where’s my jacket?”


“I don’t know.” He came back to the bed, leaned over me with a grunt to get the control at the end of its flex, and pushed a button.


I said, “You’re American, aren’t you?”


“Right, from Madison, Wis. How could you tell?”


“Oh, I don’t know. Been here long?”


“Seven years next March. It’s a great country, but you have to know how to read behind the lines.”


“Roger, who do you work for, if you don’t mind my asking?”


“I’m Mallomar Pharmaceuticals’ man in Milan, and I have a couple of sidelines, neckties and belts, but right now I’m just doing a favor for somebody. The thing is, is these are people who don’t like being disappointed. They have a tendency to kill people who disappoint them, Bill. You see what I mean?”


Before I could answer, a nurse came in. Wort spoke to her in rapid Italian, and they had one of those long exchanges, complete with arm waving, that people have in foreign countries. When it was over and she had gone, he said to me, “She’ll bring all the stuff that was in your pockets. They cut the shirt and jacket off of you, she says. Now look, I told her you need your credit cards and address book because you want to make some phone calls.”


“I do want to make some phone calls.”


“Yes, all right, but let’s wait till we get to the hotel.” “Roger, they’re going to discharge me in a day or so anyway.”


“Don’t you believe it. I have good information that they’re flying in six experts from Switzerland tomorrow. They want to keep you as a specimen, Bill, put you in a jar. Here she comes.”


The nurse handed me a plastic envelope and a pair of blunt red-handled scissors, then put a cup on my tray table and stuck a thermometer in my mouth.


“What are they giving you?” said Wort, looking into the cup. “Looks like Demerol, no problem.”


I had cut open the envelope and made sure all my things were there—wallet, passport, appointment diary, pens, small change, and so on. The nurse read the thermometer, waited while I took the pills, and went away.


“Okay, let’s get started.” Wort threw my trousers and shoes onto the bed. “Put these on, I’ll be back in a jiff.”


I managed the trousers all right, but went all wivvery when I leaned over, and had to lie on the bed to get the shoes on. I was tying the laces when Wort came back. He went to the wardrobe, took out a gray terry dressing gown, and helped me on with it. Then he stood there in a listening attitude, actually with his hand to his ear. “Now what?” I asked.


“Wait a minute.”




There was a muffled thump


There was a muffled thump in the distance, followed by voices raised in alarm. A nurse ran by the door, then a male attendant, both gabbling as they went.


“Now,” said Wort. He took my arm and shuffled me out into the corridor past a nursing station, deserted. Down the other way there was still a clamor of voices.


“What did you do?” I asked.


“Just a little flash bomb.” We got out into the peach-and-grey main corridor and Wort pushed the button for a lift. Several large men in white came out and brushed by without looking at us. We got in, the doors closed, and we went down.


In the lobby it was the same thing; people got onto our lift as soon as we got off, and nobody paid any attention to us. Roger pounced on a wheelchair in an alcove and got me into it, then pushed me about half a mile down the corridor to the entrance. We left the chair and walked out into a cool afternoon with a touch of rain in it, shocking after the closed atmosphere of the hospital.


Wort helped me into a taxi at the kerb. “I took the liberty of checking you out of that hotel,” he said. “Just a precaution.”


“Where’s my luggage, then?”


“It’s in the trunk, don’t worry.” As the taxi pulled away, he reached into his pocket for a cell phone and began talking so quietly that I couldn’t understand him, although I could hear that he was speaking English.


We drove along a main artery for ten minutes or so. Pale lightning blinked as we emerged into an avenue that took us in a long curve widdershins, and I saw that it must be one of the ring streets that followed the lines of the old fortifications. We turned past a hotel with a huge banner in front, WELCOME DENTISTS! Then we zigzagged several times and pitched up on a side street under a canopy that said GRAND HOTEL DUOMO. A doorman in a pumpkin yellow uniform was there to take my suitcase and garment bag as the driver unloaded them. Wort helped me out and manhandled me into the lobby, where a functionary in a charcoal suit was waiting. Behind him was a page with a wheelchair. He helped me into it, put the footrest up, and away we went to the lift.


Upstairs we trundled down the vast corridor and stopped at a maroon leatherette door. In we went, the pages and the functionary bowed and retired. The door closed behind them.


“Well, here we are. How’s this, hey?” said Wort.


There were two king-size beds with pink quilted covers, and a shelf sort of thing along one wall with the television, phone and lamps on it. The dim lamps had red plastic shades. The walls were a kind of puce, the carpet snot-green. “Very nice.”


Wort helped me to settle down on one of the beds with pillows behind me. He said, “Okay, it’s getting late, so let’s just run over the basics. Number one, if the parcel was switched sometime before you got it, or even if they stole it from your room and then switched it, there’s nothing you personally can do about that.”


“I’m happy to hear you say so.”


“But, if it really was on the business card, then we’ve got an angle to work with. Luckily, there’s supposed to be a radioactive tracer in it, and anybody who handled it can be identified. If they kept it too long, they’ll turn up in a hospital with radiation poisoning.”


That caught my attention. “Did I have it too long?”


“Well, that depends whether you had it at all, doesn’t it? Don’t worry; they didn’t find anything like that in the hospital, did they? Of course it might not show that early.”


“Reassuring.”


“Right, but now the big question is, is did you give a card to anybody but me between the time you left London and the time you got to the restaurant? Take a minute and think.”


“Roger, how could the information have got onto my business cards?”


“They could have printed up a batch of cards that looked just like yours, and you’d never know the difference. Who did you give cards to?”


I tried to remember. “The hotel receptionist, probably; I always do. Then, let’s see, there was a woman on the airplane.”


“Name?”


“I don’t know. Rosemary Something, a Spanish name. It’s on her card.”


Wort was looking in the plastic envelope they had given me in hospital. He found my cardcase in the wallet, pulled out the card and looked at it. There was only the one; I make a practice of pulling the cards and filing them after every trip, or every few days when I’m in London.


“Rosemary Sanchez,” he said. “Representing Diane Downey Fashions. Is she in the same business as you?”


“Not exactly. Negligees, peignoirs, sleepwear. We do have something in common, though; she’s an American living in England.”


“Did she tell you where she was going to be staying in Milan?”


“No, it didn’t come up. It wasn’t that kind of relationship.”


“Anyway, she’s here for the Trade Fair?”


“Yes, we talked about it.”


“All right, good. What does she look like?”


“Heavyset, about five five, hundred and thirty pounds. Fiftyish, too much makeup. Very pleasant.”


“All right, that gives me a place to start. Do you want me to order some dinner before I leave?”


“No, I’m not hungry, I’ll just go to bed.”


“Right, and I’ll see you in the morning, thanks for everything.” He was there one moment, gone the next, although I didn’t see the door move.


My head reminded me of a time when Jenny used to hang flowerpots from the beams over the terrace, just where they would whang me a good one if I got up incautiously out of a chaise. It was a kind of pain that I particularly disliked, because it seemed to me that it ought to be avoidable, if people would only take the trouble to put their pots and doorways at a sensible height. In a tourist bus, my first time in Paris, I leaped blithely up the stairs to the upper level, under a doorway that turned out to be an inch too low. It felt as if someone had taken an ax to my head, and that was more or less how it felt now.


I got up and opened the drapes to see where I was. Directly in front of me, almost near enough to touch in the yellow light, was the Duomo with its thousand spires, like some alien artifact intricately carved from grey ice. Jim Baldwin had shown me over it when I first came to Milan—a nice Protestant cove, I wondered what had happened to him. The cathedral was all sharp peaks, no visible dome at all; an amazing thing to look at, and I had never seen it from this aspect before. A violet flicker of lightning fizzed in the sky behind it. I opened the casement window, leaned out in the cool evening and looked down. The piazza was empty and silent except for a cleaning machine that whispered slow figure eights on the pavement, trailing multiple wet brush tracks and whisking up a few scraps of litter.


I turned and looked at the red telephone on the shelf with a tourist pen beside it. I wanted to call Myra, but my limbs were so heavy that I could not force myself across the room to pick up the phone. Somewhere deep underground I felt a tickle of danger, yet all I could think of was lying sprawled between cool sheets.


I closed the window and the curtains, swallowed some aspirin, switched off the lights and got into bed. Thunder grumbled far away. Behind my closed eyelids, before I fell asleep, I watched an endless procession of little marching men in overalls.




Intimate undergarments


It’s undergarments that we sell, or intimate apparel, or lingerie—pronounced lenzhree in Britain and France, lawnjeray in America, God knows why. Never underwear. Underwear is cotton bloomers and flour sacks. Lingerie is the answer when upscale women ask you what you do for a living, but there’s a certain stage with another type of woman when it’s a plus to tell them, “I travel in women’s underwear.” If they laughed like they’d never heard the joke before, I’d get a little closer and say, “Don’t you believe me? Do you want to see it?” Then with two drinks or three drinks in both of us, we’d go upstairs and the rest would follow naturally.


Caresse Crosby’s husband shot himself to death in Paris in 1929 and made Ernest Hemingway sad. If he hadn’t, she probably would not have gone home and invented the brassiere by tying two handkerchiefs together. Then the whole history of intimate apparel might have been different, and I might have gone into some other line of work, and then, of course, I wouldn’t have been shot. Funny that that bullet ended up in my head seventy years later.


In a more sophisticated form, the brassiere came into general use in 1933. My father said he regretted that, but I don’t. A frivolous brassiere in lace or dark net is a charming thing. Even when a woman wears a serious bra, the moment when she puts her hands on her shoulders to pull the straps down is enough to make a man hold his breath.


When you know all the ways a woman’s breasts can be coerced into pleasing shapes, as I do, it makes you put a higher value on the ones that are shapely to begin with. There are big and little ones, firm and flabby ones, breasts like crab apples and breasts like volleyballs, but the rarest of all are the firm ones that have a double curve in profile, concave above the nipple and convex below.


When I first laid eyes on Myra, walking towards me across the lawn with her breasts nodding under the silk, I was like a bird-watcher who thinks he may have seen a thrush twit flittering through the shrubbery. I was right about that, although I was wrong about other things.


Herrick said, “A sweet disorder in the dress kindles in clothes a wantonness.” He knew. And he said, “When as in silks my Julia goes, then, then (methinks) how sweetly flows that liquefaction of her clothes.” I used to know all the love lyrics, and many’s the time I’ve murmured them in the ears of hot little lingerie buyers. Women like that sort of poetry, it makes them cream in their knickers. Herrick knew that, too.


Liquefaction. You wouldn’t think that would be a sexy word, but it is.


Myra’s breasts were just as amazing as I imagined them to be when I first saw her, and she had other admirable qualities too, but there wasn’t enough on her side or mine to make a marriage.


After the divorce, Myra went back to Virginia, where a few years later she met and married Paul Irving, a dipsomaniac lawyer. Her daughter Cicely was born in 1976, and nine years after that Myra went into a sanatorium to dry out. Her husband, who was just out of the sanatorium himself, shipped Cicely over to me—I was married to Janet then—and I loved her from the first moment I saw her, although she was no blood of mine. I had her company from the time she was nine until she was twelve, three and a half unforgettable years. In 1988 Cis’s mother was straight enough to take her back, and I didn’t set eyes on her again until she was in the flower of her girlhood, like the young Sunny von Bülow you see in photographs just before she was first married, that wasted promise, why did it all go wrong? She had been plump and childish; now she was slender and tanned in a white tennis costume not much different to the eye than a white bra and panties. Firm little B cups, rounded bottom, slender legs, sun-bleached hair. Uncle Bill, she called me, and that was what the relationship was, a child and her infatuated uncle. As she got older, there was an element of sexual teasing in it, just enough to add spice. It was pleasant to both of us, and she knew she was in no danger. Then, of course, Myra took her to Rome and she met this damned Italian.


I dreamed I was talking to Cicely on the phone; she was calling from Switzerland, and I realized that if I made myself small enough I could squeeze through the wire and be with her. I had never done it before, but it seemed quite easy, and I traveled like cold lightning for light-years along the wire, hearing her voice all the time. But when I came to the end I saw her speaking into the instrument, and she was a black toad in a cave.
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