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Chapter I

The stained marble glittered like dirty glass and did nothing to make me feel any cooler. I rubbed a little sepia onto the page, stepped back to examine the effect and bumped into an elegantly dressed man making for the open bar at the side of the square.

“Scusi,” I said automatically, but the man did not nod and continue on his way. He stood there for a moment and stared at me with a peculiar expression, then shook his head as if to erase an improbable thought from his mind. For a moment longer he peered at me intently, then said warmly, “American, are you? What part of the States are you from?”

“Oregon. How about you?”

“All over, dear fellow. Citizen of the world now, more or less. It’s damned hot out here.” He glanced at my sketches. “Why don’t you pack up for a few minutes and have a drink with me?”

Rome in the summer can be hotter than Hades and I didn’t need much convincing. “My passport says Clarence Musgrave. You’re…?”

“Just call me Kex; all my friends do. There are painters on every corner around here,” he said, examining my sketch, “but you’re very good, you know.”

“You might get an argument from the other fellows.”

As we walked over to the bar, Kex ruminated a moment, then said, “I suppose you make a career of painting?”

“Not exactly.”

“You’re not going to follow it, eh?”

“I’ll follow anything that brings me a square meal.”

Kex said in a fatherly voice, “Let me give you some advice I’ve paid dear to get, Clarence—”

“Most people call me Chuck.”

“—and that is: don’t let a God-given gift waste away!”

There was to be no sale of sepia sketches. I said in a voice tinged with regret, “I don’t want to waste away either. There’s no money in painting; even less in sketching in sepia.”

Kex laughed wryly, with an expression rather like a dog panting on a hot day. “Let me buy you a drink.” He signaled the bartender, turned back to me. “It won’t be news to you that the artist lives a hard life…In a manner of speaking, at one time—” he paused, then shook his head sadly. “Well, that’s all in the past. A person like yourself, now, with talent—real talent—he can make a living on what he produces…”

Here I had to disagree. “I’m not that much of a fanatic. A few months from now I’m going home to Oregon, get me a job in the timber.”

“But,” cried Kex, “all this study, this training?”

“I trained to play football once. Then all of a sudden—” I snapped my fingers “—it’s over. That was waste. This art is different. I’ll daub around—my friends will think I know what I’m doing because I studied in Europe, which is hog-wash of course.”

Kex laughed his dog-tongue laugh. I watched him out of the corner of my eye. He touched his neat white mustache. “You’ve got an odd philosophy. I wouldn’t call it cynicism…”

“I call it existalism.” If I wanted to sell Kex a picture, I had to sell him the romance that went with it.

He pushed up his brows. “Existentialism? You don’t seem—”

“No, not existentialism; that’s European and old-fashioned. I’m an American. Existalism is my own brand of realism. It simply means existing as long as possible, as well as possible.”

Kex frowned thoughtfully. “Well, of course—”

“It doesn’t seem too unique, does it?”

“Well, no.”

“That’s part of the philosophy. It’s a terrible strain being unique. Doesn’t leave any time for fun.”

Kex drank a bit of wine. “But these unique people—I call them neurotics—don’t you think they produce the great masterpieces of art?”

“I don’t know. Maybe they’d turn out more masterpieces if they weren’t neurotics. On the other hand, maybe that’s what’s wrong with my painting; I’m too normal.”

“Nonsense,” said Kex, recovering control of the conversation. “There’s nothing wrong with your painting. I call it damned good stuff. In fact, I think I could arrange a commission for you on the strength of what I’ve seen.” He paused, then went on meditatively. “I think it should pay fairly well.”

I sat up straighter on the bar stool. “A commission?”

Kex watched me with placid eyes. “Yes. I think that’s what you’d call it.”

“How much and what doing?”

“Well—” he hesitated “—it’s a commercial job.”

“I’m not proud.”

“You’d be hired by the day.”

“How much?”

He hesitated. “Let’s say—ten thousand lire plus expenses.”

“That sounds interesting.”

Kex smoothed his mustache. “What I want may seem rather odd to you.”

“As long as it’s not odd enough to get me in jail.”

“Do you know Naples at all?”

“No, I’ve never been south of Rome.”

“Then you wouldn’t know Positano. It’s on the coast below Naples—in fact between Sorrento and Amalfi, a lovely place. One of the beauty-spots of the world…Quite a little foreign colony living there—artists, writers, so forth.”

I waited.

“I keep a flat in Positano, on a year-round basis. Very comfortable place; whenever I want to rest and relax, I drop down for a month or so.” He took a quick sip of his wine. “Now here’s the deal. You listen and tell me what you think of it. I do a bit of private publishing—a hobby of mine. Fine art, curiosa, advanced stuff a commercial business wouldn’t dare to touch. I don’t worry about profit and loss—don’t have to. I publish what I like just so long as it’s high-class stuff. You understand?” He fixed me with a clear and candid gaze.

“Naturally,” I said.

“For some time now,” said Kex, “I’ve wanted to put out a Positano portfolio. Black and white sketches: the old buildings, the beach, the boats, the church, the Moorish ruins, the local types, and so forth.”

“Out of curiosity—why pick on me? I’m a man of talent, of course—but there are old-timers around town—Tambucchi—Ramus—”

Kex made a wise gesture. “To be utterly frank, an established artist would hold me up. I get by cheaper with one of the younger men.”

I nodded doubtfully. It seemed strange, but not too strange. Peculiar but not grotesque.

Kex said confidently, “In a word, I want you to go down to Positano and make me a set of representative studies—charcoal would be best, I think. You can live in my flat and charge your groceries to my account at the store.”

I suppose this is where the first small quiver occurred, the first slight jar. I said in a puzzled voice, “Let me get this straight. You want me to move into your flat at this Positano place. I make charcoal sketches, you pay me ten thousand lire a day and buy the groceries.”

“Yes,” said Kex. “That’s about it.”

“Hm…Suppose I turn out only one sketch a week?”

“I think you can do better than that.”

“I think so myself…Suppose I’m there a month and get drunk and tear up everything I’ve done?”

Kex looked at me waggishly. “I know human nature, and I don’t think you’re that sort of chap.”

“I’m not so sure.”

“I guess we’ll have to take each other on trust,” said Kex.

“You can take me on trust if you like, but I’d like to see the color of your money.”

“Reasonable enough.” Patiently he pulled out a money-clip connected to the inside of his pocket by a golden chain. He counted out eleven long pink ten-thousand lire notes. “A ten-day advance plus expenses down. I’ll expect you,” he added severely, “to furnish your own materials.”

“If it’s a joke,” I said, “it’s a very good joke.”

Kex looked at me reproachfully. “When will you start?”

“Anytime.”

“Tomorrow morning then. I suppose you drive your own car?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Well, you can take the bus. Beastly, of course, but it gets you there.”

“I’m not fastidious. If I was, I’d be home in Portland.”

Kex toyed with his wine. “I’ll be down in three or four days to see how you’re coming along. Now—” he hesitated an instant “—here’s what I want you to do. Don’t work too hard the first day or so. Tramp around town, explore the cliffs, the beaches. Talk to people, but don’t mention your work. If anyone asks, say you’re a friend of mine, using my flat. Right?”

“If that’s the way you want it.”

“Another thing,” said Kex, “for reasons of my own I have mail coming to the post office under the name of James Hilfstone. I might not get down to Positano for a week and it’s important that I receive this mail. I’d like you to check into the post office every day and ask for any mail addressed to James Hilfstone.”

I turned the idea over. “Well, I’ll ask. But suppose they won’t give it to me?”

Kex showed signs of impatience. “Just ask, that’s all you can do. Tell them your name is James Hilfstone, if you like. They’ll never know the difference. In fact, while you’re at Positano, you might just use the name James Hilfstone; you’ll simplify things a good deal.” He gave me a quick look from the corner of his eye.

“It might be better if things weren’t too simple.”

“What do you mean?” asked Kex, rather sharply.

I looked at him in surprise. “Nothing at all.”

He slowly relaxed. “It’s a small matter, of course…Have another beer?”

“No, thanks. I’ve got a few errands; also, I’ve got to pack. Incidentally, how do I find your flat when I get to Positano?”

“It’s the Casa Umberto.” He reached into his breast pocket, pulled out a notebook, removed a folded scrap, scribbled ‘Casa Umberto’ on the back of it. “Ask anywhere; everybody knows me.”

Rather abruptly he rose to his feet, held out his hand. “In three or four days I’ll be down. Goodbye till then, and enjoy yourself.”

I watched him leave, bouncing and buoyant, well pleased with himself. I looked back at the paper. ‘Casa Umberto, Positano’. He wrote a decorative undisciplined hand, rather like Kex himself.

I unfolded the paper—a printed laundry form. On the half folded under was a list of names:


1. Munton

2. Blaine

3. Leibnitz

4. Oleg Vroznek

5. Piombino

6. Pamela, Hester

7. Margaret

8. Alma

9. Hortense

10. Dannister



It looked like Kex was throwing a party. There were five masculine names, five female names, and ‘Dannister’ who might be either.


Chapter II

The Italian tourist bureau maintains an information office in the Union Station. Glass windows protect six arrogant young clerks from the vulgar public. The clerks resent answering questions. “Why do they go if they don’t know how to get there?” they ask each other with expressive gestures. And, “Have you ever heard the like? This old woman wants a rapid express to Bari at five in the morning.” They laugh together. “Put her aboard the local; she’s in no hurry…Rafaello, a man at your window!” “Let him wait; just another foolishness; I’m sick of it all. He’ll get tired and leave, and it’s time for my cigarette.”

A pretty girl gets more attention; they flock and flutter and go to painstaking detail, while I wait in growing fury at a forgotten mouth-hole. At last I try the door; by a ridiculous oversight, it happens to be open. I stick my head in. “Anybody here working; or is it your lunch hour?”

They all look at me, contemptuous and angry; I have no right to bother them. One steps over to shut the door. I don’t move. He pushes at the door with insistent pressure, glaring at me waspishly. I don’t move. “What train do I take to Positano, below Naples?”

He says, “This door must be closed; ask your questions, please, at the window.”

“Which window?”

He points.

“I’ve been waiting there ten minutes.”

He says, “There is no train to Positano,” as if this will solve the entire situation and I will go away. They are thinking, “Boorish American; how like them all!”

I ask, “How do I get to Positano, then?”

Rafaello, ineffably weary, rises from a far desk, stubs out his cigarette, motions me to the window, goes to stand at his post.

By this time two nuns are waiting. With poorly disguised pleasure, the corners of their mouths twitching, the five others watch while Rafaello, speaking in Italian, solves their interminable problems, and I stand fuming.

I decide I can’t beat them; they are too secure inside their glass fort, the door to which has been ostentatiously locked.

Finally the nuns go off toward the queue at the first-class window. I say with careful calmness, “I want to go to Positano, near Sorrento. How do I get there?” But the look I burn into his eyes says, “I’d like to punch you in the nose.”

He looks back as if to say, “I detest the sight of you; come at me if you dare.” Aloud he is punctilious. “There is no train service direct to Sorrento.”

“Then how do I get there?”

He sees he is in for it, shrugs, pulls out his indexes, timetables, references. His five colleagues observe that he has been trapped; they drift over to commiserate and puff their vanity at Rafaello’s expense. I hear six conflicting opinions, which at long last are reconciled. I am to entrain for Naples, change to an inter-urban electric car for Sorrento, change again at Sorrento to the Positano bus.

I am lucky enough to catch a train which leaves almost immediately. On the way down I consider my job. One moment it seems legitimate enough; the next, I think there’s something fishy going on. I had made one or two inquiries about Kex the night before. Maglione, the doorman at the Jikky gives Kex a good reputation. “A very liberal American gentleman.” Leonardo, barman at the Artists and Models Club, hints that Kex is heterosexual—meaning afflicted with many sexes. This is just a hint, however, and Leonardo is large with his hints. Bill Perch, of the Daily American is more explicit. “Kex? Gay as a big red barrel-organ.”

So far as I could calculate, Kex’s private vices did not rub off on his money. The first supposition, that Kex had worked up a mad passion for my body, I discarded. The approach was too impractical. It was not impossible that Kex wanted exactly what he was paying for…It would be foolish to neglect the obvious.

I arrived at Naples, fought off a dozen porters trying to grab my baggage, stared down a number of sharpshooters in tight black suits who looked as if they wanted to pick my pocket, found my way to the electric inter-urban station, fought off more porters, pimps, beggars, guides to Pompeii, took a third-class ticket to Sorrento.

The train started off, threaded the back-streets, circled the bay, with Vesuvius looming to the left. At Castellamare the train took to tunnels, darting in and out of brief sunlit spaces, rattling for the most part through the dark. Half an hour later we came to the end of the line at Sorrento, with the sun just setting into the bay.

At an espresso bar I drank a thimbleful of bitter Italian coffee and almost missed the Amalfi bus. Climbing aboard at the last minute, I dropped into a seat which everyone else had rejected, beside a fat old woman with a black coat and mustache to match. She sniffed and grumbled and hitched herself to the window. I rested a buttock on eight inches of what remained and looked out at the scenery. We rode up the hill between dank stone walls, with orange trees angling over like beach-umbrellas. Here on the north slope it was already night, and the passengers spoke in night-time voices. Then we nosed out over the ridge. The sky broke out like an explosion, all the scenery in the world lay below: a hundred miles of Mediterranean, with mountains waist-deep in water dwindling in ranks down the south. The road became a precarious ledge halfway up a cliff, and the bus kited around turns with no decent regard for gravity. I sat holding to the guard-rail; the other passengers were fatalists. The fat woman relaxed and squashed over an additional four inches.

Gradually I loosened my hold and began to listen to the conversation of the people behind me: a spindle-shanked man in a roan suit, and a used-looking blonde. The man was American; he was analyzing the love-life of his acquaintances in a knowing voice. I listened with rather more than half an ear; it was hard to do otherwise. He mentioned a woman called Hortense. “Nothing wrong with her,” he said bluffly. “Nympho is a word without meaning. She’s just what I’d call a completely normal unmarried woman.”

Hortense. I pricked up my ears. A rather odd name; it was down on Kex’s list. I turned my head so I could hear even better.

The blonde made a sour remark which failed to carry over the grind of the motor.

“What of it?” argued the man. “Every damn one of ’em wants to marry her and she just won’t have any.”

Murmurs from the woman.

“Sure,” said the man, “that’s why we get along so good. I don’t give a damn, she don’t give a damn. I appreciate a woman like that: sleep with her one night, kick her in the rump the next, and she takes it all as it comes.”

“Ha!” laughed the woman scornfully. She shifted in her seat, raised her voice. “You wouldn’t kick Hortense and get away with it. She’s got a terrible temper; I know.”

The man said with a kind of meek complacence, “I got some scabs.”

They fell silent. The bus rolled on, blowing its horn at every bend.

An irritating sound: sneep—sneep…sneep—sneep. Night darkened mountains and sea. The fat woman beside me had started to doze and was spreading inexorably across the seat like a glacier. I feared that the seams of her black dress might burst, and then there would be a horrible catastrophe, with fat woman flowing out over the edge of the seat, down the aisle, interfering with the driver. But somehow the dress held. Precarious—but it held. She started to snore softly.

Twenty minutes passed. Headlights picked up a figure on the road ahead. The bus stopped, the door opened, a slender dark-blonde girl climbed aboard, crowded into a spot on the rear bench between a pair of laborers. The bus conductor came back to collect her fare; they spoke together in Italian.

The conversation on the seat behind me started up again, but the man had lowered his voice. They were talking about the blonde girl, and now I wanted to hear, as she had rather an appealing look to her. I caught a word or two over the grind of the bus: “—money—peace and quiet—dangerous damn business—” The conversation dwindled, died. The bus squeezed around hairpin corners, bugling with hypnotic persistence. Sneep—sneep…Sneep—sneep—sneep.

A spatter of lights showed on the mountainside far ahead. The bus cut in a deep ravine and the lights vanished. The full moon rose and threw a lover’s trail across the water; the fat woman had sagged until she was wider than she was high. She gave a sudden snort, constricted herself upright. She shot me a beady glance, knotted her fingers securely through the strings of her purse.

We rounded another bluff, and Positano lay before us: an enormous rocky amphitheater full of dark air and moonlight, crusted with dim white houses, spangled with lights. Maybe Kex was right, maybe Positano deserved to be made known to the world. However, I told myself, you couldn’t paint this or sketch it, any more than you could paint a good sunset. Beauty of space and light is different from beauty of mingled pigments; each is foreign to the other. But thinking of the ten thousand lire a day I decided it was worth a try. I’d start with small bits and pieces, and build on up.

The bus halted beside a small wine shop; we seemed a long way out of town; it was evidently a way-station. Two or three passengers got out, among them the blonde girl. She walked around the outside of the bus, glanced up through the window into my face. She stopped in her tracks, staring.

The bus started ahead. The girl stood in the roadway, looking after the tail-light. It was almost as if she were stricken—astounded. I had another of the uneasy intimations that things were not altogether as they seemed.


Chapter III

Back and forth down the hillside went the bus, past black walls and houses, olive trees and unexpected gulfs, horn bleating, brakes groaning, to stop at last in a small piazza at the bottom of the grade.

I dislodged my suitcase from the overhead rack, climbed out the front door, followed by the lanky man in the russet suit and his female friend. He appeared to notice me for the first time, and paused to make an interested inspection. The woman tugged petulantly at his arm—a bleached and pouchy creature in her late thirties; for charity’s sake call her an ex-chorus girl.

He disengaged his arm. “Howdy; didn’t notice you on the bus.” He held out his hand, a lank parcel of bones wrapped in sallow skin. “My name’s Buster Blaine. You look to be American, from that shirt.”

Blaine. Blaine? Another name from Kex’s list; number two if I remembered correctly. We shook hands. “My name’s Chuck Musgrave.”

He looked me over with curiosity even more open than my own. The light from the post office window illuminated his eyes—they were an extraordinary clear hazel, large, impersonal, mild—a faun’s eyes. “Figuring to stay in Positano a while, Chuck?”

“I guess so. Two or three weeks, maybe.”

“You’ll like it here; we’ve got a friendly kind of crowd around, now that tourist season’s over. Margaret, meet Chuck. Chuck, Margaret. Countess Margaret d’Egliari, to be technical.”

I said, “How do you do,” without surprise. I have toyed with the idea of becoming a noble myself: Count Clarence di Musgrave.

She nodded rather distantly, “How do you do.” It occurred to me that Margaret was another name on the list. List of what? Probably nothing important.

Blaine asked, “Where you staying, Chuck?”

I looked up the hillside. “Casa Umberto, if I can find it. The flat belongs to a friend.”

“Casa Umberto?” Blaine ruminated. “Who’s the friend? I probably know him.”

“His name is Kex.”

“Well, well.” The russet eyebrows rose, the big hazel eyes studied my face. “Friend of Kex, eh?” And Margaret looked at me with new calculation.

“Something wrong?”

“No, no,” said Blaine. “Good heavens no. Here in Positano,” he said in a large voice, “we mind our own business…Make a virtue of it.”

Margaret giggled unpleasantly. “Yeah? Who?”

Blaine reconsidered. “I guess I said something foolish.”

“You sure did, Brother Blaine.”

“Well, we just don’t care,” said Blaine. “That’s more like it. We all got our own conduct to worry about.”

Margaret took his arm. “Come on, come on. I’m dying for a drink.”

“Just a minute, honey. Let me show Chuck where to go. I take it you’ve never been here before, hey Chuck?”

“That’s right.”

“Known Kex a long time?”

“Only a couple days.”

“Quite a guy, Kex.” He shook his head in rueful amusement. “Er, what’s cooking? Anything special?”

“Cooking?”

Blaine winked knowingly. Even Countess Margaret d’Egliari was attentive. “Kex has probably put you wise.”

“I don’t get it.”

Blaine shoved his lank hands into the pockets of his roan trousers, squinted in mild puzzlement. “Hm,” said Blaine starting all over again. “Old Kex, bless him, put it this way. He’s got the damnedest faculty for stirring up devilment, more than any man I’ve ever seen, and by God, that’s going far.”

“Well,” I said carefully, “you know Kex a lot better than I do.”

“I get along good with Kex,” said Blaine hurriedly. “But that’s not to say he hasn’t his little peculiarities. Don’t we all, hey Marge? I tell him to his face he’s a god-damned liar, a bamboozler, and not to count me in on any of his deals. It tickles him; we get along fine as wine; but he never stops trying.”

I wanted to hear more about Kex. “Does he—”

Countess Margaret said crossly, “Damn it, Buster, are you going to keep me here in the cold all night?”

“Hold on just a sec,” said Blaine hastily. “I got to show Chuck where Kex lives; it’s right up here, Chuck. See that second streetlight? Right opposite is a little store. That’s Signora Umberto and she’ll have your key.”

“Thanks a lot.”

“Don’t mention it; glad to help. Be seeing you.” He and Countess Margaret started down an alley toward the beach; I picked up my bags, climbed the hill: a steep pull.

The shop was a little hole in the wall, full of big cabbages, lettuce, oranges, apples, onions, jars of olives and anchovies, tubs of millet, corn, rice, beans, shelves with dark glossy bottles of wine, racks of spaghetti, macaroni, agnelotti, vermicelli, gnocchi, lasagne, etc. Behind the counter stood a round-faced young man with hair like black excelsior. His mouth widened into a glistening automatic smile as I stepped through the door. I asked him if he spoke English.

“Un po’, un po’.”

“I want the key to Kex’s flat. I’m moving in.”

He called over his shoulder; a hard-faced little woman with skinned-back white hair pushed through a limp curtain.

“Signora Umberto?”

“Yes, that’s me. What you like?”

“Kex told me to see you for the key to his flat.”

“Oh.” She looked me up and down with a curl to her lip. “You friend of Kex, eh?”

“Yes,” I said patiently.

“He give you note? Letter?” She held out her hand.

“No. He said to see you, that you’d let me in. He’ll be here in three or four days.”

“Hmph.” She flashed me another sharp look. “I guess it’s all right.” She reached under the counter, brought forth two keys—one the size of a monkey-wrench, the other normal. “Come on.”

We crossed the street. She went to a door in the wall, inserted the normal key in a new brass lock, swung the door open, reached inside, touched a switch. Glow filled an arched white tunnel of a staircase.

Signora Umberto went first, hopping down like an old cat with sore feet. We came out on a terrace. To the right was a pale plaster wall, a row of pale green century plants in pottery crocks. To the left was moonlit space and the roofs of Positano: cubes and planes and shapes in a thousand tones of black and gray and silver, with here and there a wan yellow light.

Signora Umberto was working her monkey-wrench key at the door, muttering under her breath. The door opened; she entered, turned on a light. I followed her inside, looked around. Whatever I had expected, this was a surprise. The room was full of the richest color, the most languid comfort. The floor was coarse terrazzo, jade-green marble flakes in a pale green matrix, spread with a gold and rose oriental rug. The walls were pale green, the domed ceiling was white plaster. Two low divans, upholstered in green satin, flanked a black brick fireplace. Three large abstract oils, companion-pieces, in the same shades of black, white, yellow, and rose hung on the walls. Below were low cases full of expensive-looking books. Niches at each side of the fireplace held a huge gilt candelabra with thick green candles. Light came from floor-lamps turned against the ceiling.

Signora Umberto glanced sidewise as if daring me not to show enthusiasm, and ready to scorn me if I did. Signora Umberto disapproved of me. I put on the most supercilious expression I could find, set down my suitcase, pushed open a door. Bedroom. I walked through, opened another door. Bathroom in green tile, with two or three fancy European appliances. I returned to the living room.

Signora Umberto stood where I had left her, trying to press her arms into her sides, trying not to breathe the air.

A dining room with a dark carved table and tall-backed chairs overlooked the terrace. Beyond was an anticlimax of a kitchen, like all Italian kitchens, occupying an area of four square feet. The sink was a hole that might have held a gallon of water, the stove was a three-burner framework hitched up to a tube of gas.

Signora Umberto was looking in after me. “You want a cook? Good maid, do the work?”

“How much?”

“Three thousand lire a week; you feed her, you understand. She’s a good girl.”

“Too much, too much! I pay her two thousand.”

“All right,” said Signora Umberto carelessly, by which I knew that a thousand was the going rate. “She’s good girl. She come tomorrow morning, cook your breakfast. She’s my daughter. I get you groceries from the shop.”

“Everything goes on Kex’s bill,” I said.

She gave me a spiteful glance. “You no pay?”

“No. I no pay.”

“Humph.” She flounced out of the room; I was alone in the apartment. I carried my suitcase into the bedroom, came back out, sat on one of the green satin divans. The room was chilly. Under the odor of incense and fabric, it smelled of damp plaster. I lit a cigarette, pulled out Kex’s laundry list, studied the names on the back.


1. Munton

2. Blaine

3. Leibnitz

4. Oleg Vroznek

5. Piombino

6. Pamela, Hester

7. Margaret

8. Alma

9. Hortense

10. Dannister



Blaine, No. 2; Margaret, No. 7. For the idlest motives in the world I put a pencil check after each of these. Who would I meet next? It was like an elimination game. Positano was more interesting than I had expected. I wondered which, if any, of these names belonged to the blonde girl. Alma? Unlikely; Almas are all brunettes. Hortense? The girl looked too shy and young to be a well-known nympho. Of course—one never knows. I put the list away, watched the smoke curl up into the air. I was tired after traveling—a pleasant kind of fatigue; I felt no inclination to rest. I looked at my watch; quarter to eight. It would be wise to saunter down to the beach.

I put out the cigarette, washed in cold water, decided I was hungry. The solution to this predicament lay in a visit to Signora Umberto’s shop.


Chapter IV

I climbed the arched white staircase. It stirred an association I could not lay my mind to. White soft plaster, rounded over on top, glowing in the reflected light. A story? A poem? The Chambered Nautilus? A Cask of Amontillado?…I gave it up.

I crossed the street, entered the store. The round-faced young man with steel-wool hair made with the teeth.

“Bread,” I said. “Pane.”

“Bread.” He pulled a crusty loaf from a bin.

“Butter.” He reached up on a shelf, gave me a round roll.

“Cheese…This.” I tapped against a glass pane of the delicatessen department.

“Questo?”

“No, questo. Here. This stuff.”

A tall brisk woman in a brown tweed coat came into the shop. She wore round rimless glasses on a long freckled nose. Smooth sand-colored hair parted in the middle, was roped into a bun. No nonsense, said her expression.

“A can of sardines.” I pointed. “Questo.”

The woman looked at me sideways, her eyes lit up, her glasses gleamed. “Why, you’re American, aren’t you?”

“And you’re English.”

She bridled in coy astonishment. “Can you tell so easily? Usually I’m taken for American, German, Swiss, Swedish—anything but English.”

“Until you speak.”

“Yes, it’s my voice that gives me away. You’re new here, aren’t you?” She looked at my groceries. “Are you staying in Positano?”

“Yes, I suppose so. For a few weeks.”

“Wonderful!” She put real enthusiasm into her voice; then, looking back to my groceries, made a swift swoop, picked up the itemized bill the round-faced young man had made out. “I’ll warn you, you’ve got to watch these shopkeepers, they’ll take you to your last farthing if you don’t check them up.” She read. “Humph—just look. ‘Pane—sixty-five.’ Never more than fifty. ‘Burro—a hundred and ten.’ That’s ninety-lire butter. ‘Formaggio.’” She put the cheese on the scale. “Not quite a hundred grams—you see, he’s under-weighted you, and over-charged you at the same time.”

The round-faced clerk’s grin trembled a bit.

“They’re the most crooked characters in the world. ‘Sardines’. Well that’s right—because the price is written on them. Luigi,” she held out her hand, “pencil.”

Luigi gave her a yellow stub. She crossed out numbers briskly, wrote in new ones, added to a second sum. “There—just on that little bit, he’d done you for over fifty lire.” She shook her finger at Luigi, whose smile had gone glassy. “You’re a bad boy, Luigi!”

“Thanks very much,” I said.

She shook her head complacently. “It’s nothing. I get so angry over this petty cheating; I’d like to shake someone till his teeth rattled.” And she turned her spectacles at Luigi, who shuffled his feet.

“Er, you live here yourself?”

“Oh yes. My sister and I come every year.”

I knew one thing for certain: this wasn’t Hortense. Pamela? Hester?

“It’s cheap and we’re known,” she went on. “Regular old Positanesi by now…Of course, it does get a little stale year after year. We’d so enjoy visiting the States, but regulations, you know, make it out of the question.” She took an impulsive little step toward the door. “Why don’t you come up and have a glass of wine with us? My sister doesn’t get out much and always likes to know what’s going on.”

“Why, yes,” I said. “Sure.”

“Just half a sec, while I buy eggs for breakfast…Sei uova,” she said to Luigi very distinctly. “I don’t trade here much,” she told me over her shoulder, “because Luigi and the Signora are such crooks.”

I saw the gray curtain quiver where Signora Umberto stood listening.

“Of course it’s handy to our flat…My name is Pamela Ryen, incidentally. R-Y-E-N—not Irish.”

Ah-ha, I thought. Number seven? Or number eight? I’d check her off at the earliest opportunity. I introduced myself; we went amicably up the hill. I found it hard to say much; Pamela flowed like a freshet. I learned that the British travel restrictions were a terrible trial, that Positano was the friendliest place in Italy “—everybody speaks English here, it’s almost like home,” that Americans were much more interesting than Englishmen “—they’re so much easier to know, much less stiff, really.”

The sister Hester was sluggish and pasty, like a sick lizard, with blank eyes and stringy brown hair. “Hester’s an artist,” declared Pamela, “she does the nicest water-colors; you must see them.”

Hester had the grace to say, “Some other time, Pam; you’re much too enthusiastic, and I think that Mr. Musgrave wants his wine.”

Pamela gave a lady-like little bleat and hurried off to the kitchen. Their flat was dingy and dreary, with chalky blue color-wash powdering off the walls.

Pamela pushed her head in from the kitchen. “Perhaps you’d like tea, Mr. Musgrave?”

“If it’s no trouble, I’ll have tea, and I’ll eat my bread and cheese at the same time.”

So we drank tea from green and white pottery, and I ate bread and cheese. Hester sat placidly; Pamela chattered and gossiped; propounded, challenged, exposed; argued, defied, explained.

I learned that they traveled mostly for Hester’s health; Hester found England depressing. Pamela liked Spain; Hester liked Italy, “—but we both like Positano. It’s completely relaxing; not a breath of the outer world ever bothers us here—until summertime, when, of course, it positively seethes with trippers, and then like anywhere else it’s insufferable. The beach—a mass of baking flesh.”

“Revolting,” murmured Hester.

“And what do you do, Mr. Musgrave?” asked Pamela. “Everybody in Positano does something or other; I think it’s marvelous the talent we’ve concentrated here. I write myself, and, as you know, Hester paints. Positano actually is quite an artistic center—although I must say—” Pamela paused thoughtfully. Hester, reading her mind, nodded vigorously. “In any event,” Pamela went on, “Mrs. Revost does wonderful work with ceramics, and Paul Prie and Franz Leibnitz are really world-famous painters.”

Leibnitz; number three on the list. But no Paul Prie. I mentioned that I had already met Buster Blaine and a Countess Margaret d’Egliari. What did they do?

Hester sniffed; Pamela remarked carelessly, “I really couldn’t say about Countess d’Egliari; I know very little to her credit and only rumors to her discredit.
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