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Chapter I

"Vulgar serving woman! Low creature!"

The epithets, in classic Italian, reverberated across the
courtyard. Allan Pond, his vision blinded by the molten glare
of the white wall opposite, quickly withdrew his head from
the small window and turned to face his prospective landlady.
He started to speak but stopped short, disconcerted by his
flaming retinas which seemed to be imprinted with the
encaustic admonition that: If you can read this you're too
damn close.

Absurd. Fatig ue -- nerves...

"Base person! Peasant oaf!"

"Ignore that unfortunate on the court's other side,
Signore,” the landlady advised with an easy chuckle. "She is
not right in the mind. You like the room, yes?"

"Fool!"

Pupils overly contracted, tense, alien, Pon d stepped toward
the fading, fiery, feverish letters and, tripping lightly over a
squat stool, found himself grappling in lurching embrace with
the giggling Padrona. At first he saw only her laugh, then, in
a merciless rush, the sunlight left his eyes and  the room and
the woman took form, defined in gloom.

"So big! So strong! And a musician yet!" The landlady
patted his shoulder warmly. "Ah, you will love this room --
yes, and you will find delight in the celesta | have promised.
See! It will fit here, tigh t snug in the embrasure of this
window. You, bent over your instrument, will be a shining
jewel set in a ring of light!" The landladylike hand wandered
idly upon Pond's drooping shoulder.

He retreated distractedly from the chance intimacy. "Well,
yes," he began at random, "but my kind of music  -- it's moody
-- and sad... | mean not sunny -- that wall across there -- the
sun on it -- blinding! Absolutely blinding! And..."

"Only at this hour of day!"

"Yes, but -- but this, er, celeste?? -- I, uh, had hoped to find
a room with a piano."
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"But my dear Signore! A celesta is a piano -- practically.
It..."

"Slave!" The classical voice intoned, resurgent.

Pond startled. "And -- and that woman over there -- not
quite right in the mind, you say?"

"A former occupant of this room, many years ago, once did
her some slight injury; her rage is not personal you see.
Besides, she is like this only in the late forenoon."

"Mmmm. "

"And besides, these, ah, deficiencies may be only quite
temporary. Here -- regard." And she took hi s arm to lead him
across the hall to the room opposite. Throwing open the door
she indicated, with her fine Italian hand, an expansive
interior, neither plunged in darkness nor seared by glare.
"This may soon become vacant; we may somewhere stumble -
across a real piano -- and then!"

Pond sighed in confusion.

"And besides, there is the kitchen. You can cook your
meals. You will find nothing so cheap in all of Rome, | swear
to you."

"Uh -- how -- how cheap would that be, exactly?"

"Seventeen thousand lire!"

"For this larger room?"

"Yes -- when it becomes vacant."

Pond reflected. The rent would be less than a dollar a day.
Room with kitchen privileges -- and celesta. Very cheap
indeed. He was paying three times that at his pensione. It
would be worth the savin g just to have the room as a
temporary base from which to seek a proper studio. Besides,
he had to have some place to put his baggage. Storage costs at
Roma Termini came to more than a dollar a day.

"Fine. I'll take it, Signora."

"Over my dead body you wil |, Signore."

Pond startled. The voice had been neither the Padrona's
nor the raging neighbor's. He turned to see a pair of hostile,
nightblack -- but almost predictably beautiful  -- eyes.
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"Ma, scusi, Signorina! | was just showing the gentleman
how tranquil and lucid is your room here! You have spoken of
returning to Padova. Till then he would dwell opposite. He --
he is..."

"Fascinated by tranquil rooms, what?" The sensual face
studied Pond indolently.

"He is a musician, a composer. | guess you woul d call him
an artist."

The shoulders of the undeniably over -rich body shrugged.
"So was da Vinci an artist, but | don't care for da Vinci. | don't

like him one little bit -- not the littlest, tiniest bit." She
shapped her well -rounded fingers.
Pond's breathing was somehow disturbed. "But -- but

Leonardo da Vinci was -- he was a very great man -- great
artist and thinker and inventor; he..."

"Not the littlest possible bit. He leaves me strictly cold.”
The Signorina seemed not to hear Pond.

"...was also a great mathematician,” Pond persisted, "who
formulated..."

"You will excuse me. | am so very fatigued.” And already
the young woman, in evident preparation for her siesta, was
loosening her belt and tugging it impatiently from its
reluctant loops.

"Ah, che corpo! What a fine thin waist! You have seen it,
Signore!" the landlady shouted pleasantly at Pond, who could
not help but see the fine thin waist. "Here in Italy," the
landlady persisted, " -- | say here in Italy a woman is very
much admired for..."

But osten tatiously Pond had turned and was peering
stiffly about the tiny room, dark yet sun  -scorched. But he was
not thinking of that wretched cubicle, nor was it the focus of
his ungartered stare.

"Very fatigued." And a click told Pond the Signorina had
passed through the doors to the large tranquil room, that very
click articulate with indolence.

He turned, anew blinded by the sudden surcease of sun -
glare, and heard the landlady's ecstatic groans of admiration



Portrait in a Gesso Frame

for the fine thin waist, and even in his darkness he could
sense her graphic gesticulations of description.

"Yes," he mumbled finally, more than ever at a loss, "a fine
thin waist."

"And about da Vinci -- she doesn't dislike him all that
much. It's just that she has -- or had -- a boyfriend named da
Vinci, a gas-station attendant in Venice who..." The Padrona
paused. "But before you go you will see the kitchen. Here  --
come." And again she gripped his arm and led him down the
darkened hall, turning left into a series of doorways which
finally opened onto the room in question.

A swarthy man smoking a long, crooked cigar was
hunched over a kerosene pressure -stove, pumping furiously at
the tank. The flame was sickly but widespread  -- ugly, bilious,
hissing gaseously. There was, blatantly, something wrong
either w ith the stove or with the way it was being operated.

"Body of Christ!" the man roared, his passion extravagant.
The flame, notwithstanding, guttered. Then, extravagance
becoming prodigal, the man stooped, huffed and puffed in
rage against the flame, and su c-ceeded finally in
extinguishing it utterly. An intense, grey spume of kerosene
vapor rose high in the stricken air of the kitchen. The man
drew back and surveyed his accomplishment in perverse
satisfaction. The vapor, a malodorous genie, flooded through
the room.

"He is an American -- a composer,” the landlady
announced, pointing to Pond. "He will take the room. | will
borrow Odylla's celesta for his use. Perhaps you will be able to
put it into working order."

Pond stared at her.

"If we are lucky,"” the Pa drona concluded, "we will be able
to fit it into the window -corner; otherwise we are lost | fear."
She paused. "Signore Pond,-this is my husband, Signore
Fragopani."

"Buongiorno, Signore," Pond greeted, advancing with
outstretched hand. But the spouse sign aled him away, busily
groping in his pocket for a match with which to relight the
stove. Pond, seizing his intent, quickly proffered his lighter.
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The man took it, studied it intently, then, after several
awkward tries, finally succeeded in igniting it. A's  mall, ugly,
but uneventful explosion resulted, the most interesting effect
of which was the revived operation of the stove, glowing now
with a sapphire flame. The man turned to Pond.

"You have been to the Colosseum."

"Yes. I..."

"And you saw there the Fall of Rome, the broken epitaph
of all our glory, the cynical judgment of corrupt history --
Time turning thumbs down on Truth and Goodness and
Beauty -- Fate snarling its..."

"No -- it was closed when | was there; the hours..."

"We will then acquaint you with the hours, Signore Pond,"
the landlady laughed graciously. She turned to her husband.
"Do not forget to return our new friend's cigar lighter."

Fragopani sighed, relinquished the chromium gew -gaw.
"It's a good lighter, that. You Americans aren't much at
grandeur and sublimity, but you are without peers
technologically."

"Thank you." Pond pocketed the lighter.

Fragopani crossed to the sink, took a skinned rabbit from a
pot of water, laid it on a wooden slab on the marble
drainboard, took a cleaver and s plit the skull open with a
single clean blow.

"Please do not take offense, Signore, for surely | mean
nothing personal -- but when | see such things from beyond
the sea --- you and your lighter and your American dollars
and your passion for the celesta, | realize that despite the
horrors of the past two thousand years Rome is still falling.”
He severed the rabbit neatly with a series of six blows.
"Falling, falling o falling..."
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Chapter I

Allan Pond, Assistant Professor of Mathematics at Eagle
Foot College, Eagle Foot, Maine, age thirty -three, unmarried,
not thoroughly practical, perhaps overly idealistic, had at last
come to Rome. Now, with the aid of a gigantic map, he made
his way back from Porta Pia to his pensions on the Via
Nazionale. Intensely uncomfortable in his heavy tweed suit,
faintly nauseated by his gnarled, shag -filled pipe, he walked
the deserted noon-hour streets -- the domain of siesta --and
reflected on the wryness of dreams -come-true.

For four solid years he had saved money, saved with this
end in mind, had studied Italian incessantly, spending more
on conversation lessons than on clothing, had memorized the
whole of the Divine Comedy in an attempt to imbue himself
with the Italian essence -- and had arrived in Rome only to
find, not a museum of classic beauty, but a superannuated
simulacrum of Buenos Aires with words by dialect and music
by tin pan alley.

That disappointment had been substantial, certainly. But
now, threading his way through the torrid streets, moving
slowly and unc er-tainly like a fumbling forefinger on an ill -
printed map, he wondered again, for the hundredth time in as
many seconds, what, exactly, was a celesta.

He hoped, again for the hundredth time, that it had a
keyboard.

But then it was impossible that it shoul d not.

Utterly impossible.

At the pensione lobby Pond met Clyde Spillway, the Texan
who rented the room next to his own, waiting for the slow
descent of the telephone-booth -shaped elevator.

"Howdy, Pond," Spillway drawled. "Can, | give you a  lift? --
ha! Get it? -- 'lift?? That's what they call elevators in
England. Haw. Can | give you a lift. Yep. That's pretty good.
"Lift"."

"Hello," Pond replied. He gave no reaction to Spillway's
witticism. None was necessary. None, in fact, was possible.
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Spillway had h imself exhausted the complete gamut of
appreciation.

"Wall," Spillway drawled conversationally, "what've you
been doin' with yourself? -- out oglin' all the fine old Roman
ruins -- and some of them really are ruins! Ha."

"Yes."

"No, sir! The girls here in R ome ain't like our U.S.A. ones."
The affirmative alternatives to Spillway's negative
statement were too profuse for offhand choice. Pond

wordlessly entered the elevator and the slow ascent began.

"Wall," Spillway pursued, "I spent last night at the opera.
Saw Madame Butterfly, the opera. You should have come like
| said. Had a lot of real familiar areas in it."

"Areas?"

"Yep -- areas. That's the Italian word for tune  --- ditty. |
was surprised | knew so much, never having seen it before.
You ever seen it?"

"No. No, as a matter of fact, I..."

"No??"

"No. Funny. Puccini's a favorite of..."

"Never seen Madame Butterfly, the opera! Why, you cain't
call yourself cultured without youtve seen Madame
Butterfly!"

Despite himself Pond started feeling nettled.

"Never seen Madame Butterfly,” Spillway clucked
persistently. "Gripes -a-mercy, seein' as how you never been to
Africa or Spain or France or England or Switzerland or
Germany you ought to go to the opera more. Hell, they keep
sayin' us Americans ain't cultured, bu  t..."

All yesterday afternoon Pond had heard in tedious detail of
the Texan's motor trip through Africa, Spain, France,
England, Switzerland, and Germany -- had been made to feel
provincial on the grand scale, here in the Eternal City. Yet
less than a mont h ago Spillway had never so much as eaten in
a foreign restaurant.

"You got to open your mind to this odd -ball stuff,” Spillway
remonstrated. "You owe it to America."

Pond stared at him sharply.
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"Now take my wife, for instance," Spillway drawled
elaboratel y; "she's real hot for it."

"Hot?"

"For this odd -ball culture kick."

"Your wife?"

"Yes. My wife back in Texas."

The elevator lurched to a stop. Pond lurched out of the
elevator, as if in flight. Spillway lurched after him. To drown
out the latter's drone, Pond pounded more loudly than usual
on the heavy oak doors of the pensione -- then stopped in
amazement as the Texan, suave, superior, slightly smiling,
delicately pushed a small electrical button, which certainly
Pond had never noticed before. "Sometimes you intellectuals
don't seem none too bright."

Pond smiled, as if in pain.

The housegirl answered the door, peering in the lItalian
style.

"Buongiorno, eccoci ancora,” Pond greeted, his accent
flawless.

"R-right,” Spillway simultaneously drawled, pushing pa st
the peering girl.

But he did not push past her adoring stare. The ten  -gallon
hat obviously fascinated her, as did the string bow -tie, the
high -heeled boots, the jingling spurs.

It was only by quick maneuvering that Pond succeeded in
entering on Spillway 's train. Even then the quickly closing
door harshly galled his kibes.

"R-right!" murmured the housegirl echoingly, fascinatedly.
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Chapter llI

At supper -- to which Pond came late through having
overslept --Spillway beckoned elaborately across the
room. Of necessity Pond joined the American and the man
with him, for the five other tables in the dining room were
occupied by a full complement of Egyptians, Germans,
Swiss, and French. Spillway's companion was, at first
sight, a repellent, grossly perspiring  personage of leonine
appearance, but a tooth -less and mangy leoninity -- hag-
ridden, run -down. Indeed, he pawed at his food, in a
brutish manner, and bent his head fully to the table to sip
his coffee, the cup never leaving the saucer, the saucer
never leaving the table. He seemed strangely keyed up,
and glanced continuously over his right shoulder, peering
sharply behind him, though there was naught to be seen
there save a chromo of a collie saving a small boy from
drowning. Pond attributed this to a nervo us tic, which
indeed it was.

"Mr. Pond, I'd like you to know Mr. Smith, on duty with
the Finnish Embassy here in Rome."

"American Embassy in Finland," Mr. Smith corrected,
staring fixedly at Spillway.

"American Embassy in Finland,
like for you two to meet each other."

Smith, satisfied with the emendation, turned heavily to
Pond. "Pleased to make your acquaintance," he said flatly.

"Hello," Pond retorted, only somewhat less flatly.

"R-right," Spillway drawled.

Then silence settled a bout them.

At length, having finished eating, Spillway and Smith
made loud noises stirring their caffe latte, that liquid
flower of the cow and the coffee bean. Pond ate on in
silence, staring only every now and then, apprehensively,
at the chromo and its cheated watery grave, under the
contagious spell of Smith's kinetic fear. Spillway finally
tilted backward in his chair, his coffee finished, and lit a
second cigarette. He offered one to Smith, which was
refused, and sighed contentedly.

Spillway recited. "I'd

10
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"Yessir, yessiree -- you can't beat this Italian air for
appetite. Makes this foreign food really taste good." He
turned benignly to Smith. "Pond here is a piano player
from Milwaukee."

"Maine," Pond corrected.

"That's nice," Smith said.

"Smith here," Spillway informed Pond , "is on holiday
from his ambassadorial duties in Finland. | tried to talk
him into going to the opera tonight but he says no soap.
How about you?"

"No -- I've got to move out of here tonight, and..."

Spillway's eyes slitted. "I think | can contact us some
femmes --real party girls who..."

"No. I've got to move to this new room of mine." Pond
paused, uncertain. "Thanks anyway."

Spillway squinted at him tensely. "You got a new
room?"

"Yes, on the Corso d'ltalia. It..."

"What's the matter with this one here?"

"Well, it's got no piano, for one thing. And the cost is
another factor. The Corso room is very cheap. Also there're
kitchen privileges."

Smith had been staring fixedly at Pond. "You're movin'
to a new room?"

"Yes. | -- well, | -- uh -- to write music in, is why. You
see..."

"That's fine. A musician needs a room to write music in.
| think you done good."

"Well, actually...”

"I mean, as a composer, you done exactly the right
thing."

Pond reflected. No, he really should make this clear.
"Well, actually I'm a mathematics teacher -- Assistant
Professor, really. What | mean is I'm not a real musician --
not an actual composer. I..."

"Who all knows you're movin' -- | mean what about the
police, for instance?"

"Police?"
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"Look," Smith hissed, leaning to within thre e inches of
Pond's startled ear, "I know | can trust you: you got a good
face; | could tell that a mile off. Besides, you're a loyal
American, aren't you?"

Pond stared at his fellow citizen in annoyance.
"Certainly I'm a loyal American," he replied testily

"What're you two whisperin' about?" Spillway whined.

"If it's dirty jokes you're tellin'..."

"I just found out this guy's a fraternity brother of
mine," Smith mumbled. "We both went to Ohio State
together."

Pond was shocked at the lie. He had never even been in
Ohio, though he had always heard it is a very nice state.
He gaped, at a loss.

But Smith was more than equal to the tense situation.
"Speaking of dirty jokes though," he said, "l heard a good
one the other day. It seems there was this traveling
far mer's daughter, see, and..."

"Traveling farmer's daughter??" Spillway was dubious.

"Yeah, see, and she's on this train and finds she's lost
her bag with her ticket in it, see, and the conductor, he
comes and says to her, hey, miss..."

Pond sat in glass-eyed fascination as his two
companions ploughed their way through filthy joke after
filthy joke, guffawing coarsely on their way, much to the
well -registered dissatisfaction of the Egyptians and French
and Swiss and Germans. Finally he gulped the last of his
coffee and rose to go.

"Hey, where you off to so sudden?" Spillway shouted
anxiously.

"I've got to pack."

Smith lunged forward importunately. "I'll help you --
anything for an old fraternity brother,” he shouted in ill -
registered good humor. "Which is your room?"

"But..."

"Hey, you fellas, where...?"

"We'll see you later," Smith shouted to Spillway. "See
you afterwhile." He grabbed Pond's elbow. "Let's hurry."

12
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"Good heavens!" Pond hissed, "I can pack alone! I'd
appreciate..."

"You're a loyal American;. aren 't you? Matter of great
urgency."

Pond did not reply. He knit his brow, clenched his
teeth, then sighed. Was he being subjective about this?
Was he following a well -reasoned course of behavior?

"C'mon," Smith hissed, "hurry."

They were at the door of Pond' s room now. He knit his
brows even more tightly, paused, then said, "Well, if you
insist, you can come in. But | assure you | can pack alone."

Smith closed the door behind him and sat heavily on
the bed. "I didn't want that guy out there to get any idea
there was anything fishy between you and me," he said.
"That's why | told him we both went to Ohio State together
and was fraternity brothers. For the same reason | told all
them dirty jokes -- just to remove suspicions.”

"What suspicions?"

"Listen. I'll lev el with you. I'm in a position to offer you
a substantial amount of dough just for a little unimportant
favor -- and as a matter of loyalty to the United States
Government, probably." Smith was sweating heavily now,
constantly mopping his face with an uncl ean handkerchief
and compulsively staring over his right shoulder, at what
would seem to be his own reflection in the wardrobe
mirror. "All you got to do is keep a little bundle for me
until I'm able to pick it up. And if | can't pick it up, all you
got to do is bring it back with you to the states when you
return."

Pond cleared his throat nervously. "Oh, come now," he
remonstrated, "you can't expect me to believe that just for
keeping this package of yours -- substantial sum of money
-- till you pick it up -- or take it with me to America --
loyalty -- but what's in the package?"

"Very possibly important documents concerning the
welfare of the United States of America. | mean indirectly,
anyway. Only they're not exactly documents. That's why
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you can't tell the customs people you got this bundle. You
can'teven..."

"If they're documents they could be transmitted by top
secret cable without waiting till | go home, which will be
late in September. Your problem is simple. Just get in
touch with the American Emba ssy here in Rome and have
them transmit..."

"Well, they're more drawings, like, more than just
writing --I mean not exactly documents the way | said,
and..."

"Well then, you can have them transported by top
secret courier. Just go to the Embassy and..."

"You're not being a loyal American,” Smith interrupted
angrily.

"No, you misunderstand me, my dear Smith,” Pond
objected. "The point is that if there's risky work of this sort
to be done, then the people to entrust it to are the experts,
the folks in the dip lomatic corps.” He. paused, suddenly
struck by the absurdity of it all. "Why, for all you know |
might be an unloyal American. | mean you have no proof
to go on, nothing positive, and..."

"But there's a substantial amont of dough in it for you!"
Smith mumb led angrily.

"Yes, Smith, but the point is | might bungle the job!"

"You refuse then. As a loyal American, you refuse."

"I don't refuse. It's just that..."

"You are a fine fellow and | respect your judgment. No!
No, say no more,"” Smith protested. "But you will let me
drive you to your new room."

"That's very kind of you, but I..."

"Let me do you this favor,” Smith commanded. "Let me
help you. I'll see you in ten minutes."

"But..."

But Smith had already lurched from the room.

Accordingly, in ten minutes he r eappeared. In fifteen
minutes he and Pond made the slim descent in the
elevator, entered Smith's rented Simca, drove by fits and

14
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starts till they reached Porta Pia on the Corso d'ltalia, and
entered the lobby of Pond's new abode.

"It's on the seventh floor ,* Pond said. "I'll take the
things up myself, and | want to thank..."

"I'm gonna help you."

And Pond's persistent companion, breathing most
heavily and sweat ing most profusely, followed him up the
seven flights to Interno Sette -- Apartment Seven.

Pond had been bothered from the beginning by Smith's
carrying a brown -paper bundle tied with coarse black
string, evidently a laundry bundle, which, for no apparent
reason, he had elected to bring with him from the
pensione. Now, turning from the room, preparato ry to a
final exit, pursuant to prolonged adieux, Smith blurted out
suddenly: "And oh, would you mind keeping this dirty
wash for me till | can stop by and pick it up. And thanks a
lot."

And with that -- and without the bundle -- Smith was
gone.

15



Arthur North

Chapter IV

For a moment Pond gazed dumbly at the slammed
door. He stood rooted in a paralysis of surprise. Then,
becoming aware of the heavy breathing on the other side
of the door and of an awkward fumbling with the lock,
noticed the business end of a key protru ding through the
keyhole. Incredulous, he advanced upon the door, tried it -

- and found it locked. He grabbed at the handle, twisted
and pulled -- only to sprawl backward on the terrazzo
floor as the handle, flimsy affair, wrenched loose from its
socket. He scrambled forward and clawed at the door but
could find no grip on its simple panelling. He drew back to
hurl himself at the obstacle but perceived in time that it
was hinged to open inward.

There was nothing to do but knock for help.

Or call for help.

One of the two, and either quickly: for even now Smith
must be speeding away in the scarlet Simca.

Pond watched in fascination as his hands advanced toward
the door, as his palms began slapping at the panels
importunately, as, finally, his voice began its q uavering call of
"Signorina! -- Signorinal!"

At first there was no response whatsoever. Pond increased
the force of his knocking and calling and was rewarded at
length with an annoyed cry from the room opposite:

"Stop banging on my door!"

"Signorina??"

"Go away!"

"Would you kindly turn my key, Signorina? I..."

"Turn it yourself!"

"But -- you will pardon me assuredly -- but | am unable..."

"Go away. | turn no one's key."

Pond hesitated for some moments. Then, being unable to
decide on any alternative, resume d his pounding on the door
though timorously - holding his vocal peace.

"l ignore this boorish outrage!" the Signorina cried at
length. And no further response eventuated.

16
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Pond, made bold by desperation, heightened his pounding.
Finally he was rewarded. The landlady approached his door,
stopped dubiously.

"Signore Pond?"

"Yes -- will you -- will you unlock the door please? | can't
get out.”

"But there is no handle."

"Yes -- it has fallen..." But that was another story. "Just
turn the key, Padrona. Just unloc k the door from where you
are. The key's there in the lock. Just turn it."

The door bayed open.

"Signore Pond. Without meaning to be discourteous, we
are not accustomed to this sort of behaviour in this abode. The
noise is not welcomed by the other occupan ts, of which there
are ten, inasmuch as..."

"I'm sorry, Padrona. It was an accident. | was..."

"Indeed -- accident”

The voice was the Signorina's. She stood now at her open
door, cold anger in her eyes.

"An accident?? -- the door being locked on the outside?"
The Padrona's doubt was audible.

Pond was one of those who flinch from falsehood. But now
he did not flinch.

"Yes, Signora," he insisted soberly, "an accident.”

Assuredly meeting up with Smith was an accident of the
worst sort. Certainly he was | ustified in being somewhat
subnormally candid in elaborating his explanation: the
brown -paper, black -string bundle on the bed shrieked for
discretion, even unto dissimulation. Pond's conscience was
salved by the odorless unguent of rationalization. "Yes,
Signora," he perorated, "an accident -- but an accident, let me
assure you, which most assuredly shall never happen again."

"Well, certainly anyone can make a mistake, Signore. None
of us is perfect, eh, Signorina Maria?"

The maiden smiled. "Assuredly, Sign ora -- least of all him."

Pond bowed stiffly, from lack of practice. "Have you a
phone | might use for a moment, Padrona?"

17
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"Well, yes. Twenty lire a call, though. It's right down there
in the hall, and..."

"Thank you."

"Twenty lire a call, remember."

"Yes."

Quickly Pond phoned the pensione. Spillway was out. Pond
spoke to the landlady and found that Smith had just
returned, had picked up his scant baggage, had paid his
account and had departed hastily, leaving no forwarding
address.

There was nothing to be done.

Pond replaced the receiver, returned to his room, studied
the brown -paper bundle but did not undo the coarse black
string. He reflected on what course of action to follow. Had
Smith left a forwarding address he could simply post the
bundle to him. Th at being impossible, perhaps the best thing
to do was to turn it over to the Roman police. Yet if the bundle
were of top secret importance to the U.S., mixing the Italians
up in it would be bad business: they had been, after all,
enemies in the last Europe an war. Should he take it to some
American Civil Servant or other here in Rome, relaying
Smith's message and...?

But Smith really had conveyed no message.

Maybe the thing to do was keep the bundle till the Ohio
State alumnus returned, follow a course of ca Iculated inaction
as it were. But what if Smith did not return? What kind of
vacation would it be with this bundle business preying on his
mind all the while?

In dismay he sat on the bed. The bundle rolled to the floor
with a noisy rattling sound. Pond sta red at it uneasily,
sighed, lay back on the pillow to think the whole matter
through.

And after a bit turned over on his side. Assumed a
kind of worried foetal position. And, all unsuspectingly,
fell into a deep and distracted sleep.
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Chapter V

Almost eighteen hours later Pond awoke. The new day,
fully art iculated and stifling hot, pounced upon him
fiendishly. Convulsively he stirred upon the sweat -moist
bed, then, shocked by knowledge he bolted to his feet. The
bundle crushed softly beneath his shoe. He stared down at
it in horror.

"Wretched fellow!"

He startled. It was the across -court neighbor.

"Knave!"

He glanced at his watch, incredulous.

"Base creature!"

Then all the clocks of Rome began striking noon. And
across the court the sun flooded across t he white -stone
wall and made it Apollo's own. Blinded, Pond crouched
back, twisted in retreat.

"Oaf!"

In the bathroom the Padrona's husband, Signore
Fragopane, was busily engaged in tapping the towering
watertank of the toilet with a small ham mer. Pond
watched curiously as the spectacle continued for some
minutes. Finally a deafening flush occurred. The landlord
grunted and, with a piece of chalk, marked the spot, first
smudging out a previous one.

"It's moved again,"” he said. "If you have a need of
nature -- as indeed who at times does not -- hit the tank
here now; the old location no longer serves.!"

In the kitchen the landlady, shrouded in gloom, sat
shelling peas. Pond greeted her hesitantly. She shushed
him, explaining tersely that she was keeping coun t -- a
wager with one of the other tenants.

Pond pottered depressedly about the kitchen. He would
have to go shopping for pots and pans and dishes and
whatnot. Next to the kerosene stove there stood a gas -ring,
fed through a rubber tube, the worn brass han dle newly
tagged "S. Pond". It hissed when turned. Pond gave a final
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glance to the Signora, then wordlessly departed from the
kitchen.

Downstairs, the sunlight from the sidewalk was
blinding. Pond hesitated a moment in the doorway, was
about to walk off to ward the marketplace right, but was
caught up abruptly by Spillway's precipitate entrance.

"Pond!" he shouted, blinking uncertainly  -- "That you,
Pond? Just looking for you -- wanted to make sure you
hadn't moved again, ha -ha."

Pond regained his balance, s tared stolidly at the Texan.
"Why should | move again?"

"No reason. Jest wanted to make sure. | jest figger us
Americans should keep in touch. What's your apartment
number up there -- seven, ain't it?"

"Yes. Seven."

Spillway whipped out an address book, fl ipped the
pages, and checked an entry. "Fine," he grunted, "l got it
good and exact now. | got to dash now, ol' pal, but I'll stop
around see you tonight maybe or tomorrow or next day
sure." He paused. "You'll still be here, you're sure now?"

Pond nodded, fascinated.

The Texan turned to go, paused. "By the way, you
missed a good opera last night -- by some Frenchman --
Law V -D Boheem. You could'a learned a lot about bein' an
artist from it -- sordid it was, and tragic."

"Mmm."

"You wanna go tonight?"

"To th e opera?"

"Yeah."

"No, | don't think so, I..."

"It's some American opera -- about Texas."

"American?"

"l don't know the guy's name -- it's cowboy stuff -- called
The Girl From the Golden West."

"I don't think so, Spillway. Thanks anyway."

"You're sure you won't reconsider. | mean you realize
there's nothing more cultural than going to operas  -- you
know that, don't you?"
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"Yeah."

"You just ain't in the mood, that it?"

"Uh -huh."

"Okay, okay." The Texan turned on his high heel,
paused again. "Rome sure is a gr eat old town, ain't it?
Place where dreams come true." He seemed to quiver
beneath the surge of some inner thrill.

"Yeah."

"Wall, podner, hasta la vista.”

"Yuh."

Pond watched morosely, watched till the jingle of spurs
could be heard no more, till the treme ndous ten-gallon hat
disappeared through the Porta Pia in the Aurelian wall.
Again the Texan's presence had discomfited him.

Him and his operas.

Texas.

Maybe it was because of Fluffy.

Probably it was because of Fluffy.

Again, as he had so unrelievedly done these past ten
years, he shut her from his mind. Immediately he felt a
great hunger and sat down at a table in the sidewalk bar
just to the right of the lobby entrance.

The sole waiter on duty sprang like a panther to his
side.

"Commandi, Signore."

Pond paused, noting that the establishment was not,
after all, a cookshop, was simply a coffee bar. He was
about to ask directions to the nearest trattoria, then
decided to order some sweet pastries and a cup of hot -milk -
and-coffee. He pondered. Hell yes: he just had to have
somet