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  CHAPTER I


  The girl saw the car coming down the Autobahn like a fireball. The sun, reflected in its windshield, lanced at her eyes in blinding flashes. That thing sure is traveling, she thought, fretfully wrinkling her forehead and making futile attempts at gathering up her long hair: the wind blew it into a softly undulating weather vane around her head. Pertly, but without much hope, she hooked the air with her thumb in the old, familiar gesture — a little viciously, perhaps, as so many cars had already passed by without picking her up — and then let her arm drop. 'Til never get there in time,” she loudly complained to herself.


  The drivers — as car after passing car had pushed a walloping wall of air against the girl—-were so dumbfounded at what they saw that it didn't really register until they were a good half-mile away from the point of impact, so to speak, for the sight of this hitchhiker hit them almost as forcefully as a blow to the solar plexus. When the message that their visual sensation flashed onto their brains had been decoded, it was too late to react. Or was it, really? Anyway, they all went screaming on down the flat expanse of the Autobahn, their mouths either agape or twisted into disgusted curses.


  Behind them by the wayside there stood a young girl whose proportions just barely missed being Junoesque. She filled the space about her with such a profusion of ellipsoidal curves as would have put old Euclid himself in a dither. But there was discipline and fine proportion in them, and a cunning juxtaposition that made their opulence not cloying, but achingly desirable. Satisfaction, great satisfaction undoubtedly awaited he who would know how to lay them out on love's abscissa, on passion's ordinate. But where was he among all those fleet denizens of the highway? With such satisfaction in sight, who would heed the stern, Platonic dictum: “Let no one enter who is unacquainted with geometry”; and deem himself unworthy of a tilt at the gate?


  The tall girl had no idea of what motley regrets and rueful realizations she had awakened in those who passed. She only thought them egotistical old boobs, too lazy to stop and pick her up, and was getting good and mad after a full quarter of an hour's wait there by the roadside. Executing an impatient though flawless pirouette she suddenly stumbled over her little rucksack humbly squatting on the ground beside her and, in a pretty pique, gave it mean little kicks with her Ferragamo-shod feet. “Darn it, oh, darn it!” she said, almost close to tears in her frustration. “Somebody just has to pick me up, or I won't even get there...”


  At that moment, the car that was approaching her, as if propelled by some new, exotic fuel and driving quite close to oncoming traffic, cut sharply to what was the driver's right, coming now almost straight at her. Then he started to brake, his car lashing and jerking from side to side, the tires ripping at the concrete in short, angry grabs, and within perhaps thirty seconds the car had come to a halt about ten yards from where the girl stood, almost brushing against her legs when it passed, swaying her slightly. For an instant she just stared in astonishment,' but then quickly came to her senses. Picking up her diminutive rucksack on the way, she lithely strode toward the car.


  It was a Mercedes 300 SL, low-slung and hell-bent for speed. As the girl reached it, the right door swung outward and up with silent, roller-bearing precision, and a gloved hand the size of an entrenching tool reached out.


  “Give me your knapsack, ma'am, and I'll stow it away back here,” the driver said, his voice hung with the mangrove accent of the South.


  The girl obeyed, and then put a shapely leg into the car in an attempt to seat herself.


  “Wait a minute, there,” the driver softly admonished. “It's a lot easier to get in if you first sort of sink down into the seat from the outside and then pull your legs in afterwards.”


  The girl again obeyed him without a word and this time seated herself without any trouble. The driver reached over and pulled the door down; it shut with a blue-chip click. Then he slammed his simonized sprinter into first gear for a neck-snapping take-off, and with glutinous modulations ran the gamut of gears, soon highballing it down the Autobahn with his hitchhiker safely tucked in beside him.


  The girl hadn't had time to look at the driver in her eagerness to get in and be off. Now, the wind no longer playing havoc with her hair, she took out a comb from her rucksack, turning around to her right, and briskly untangled her hair, blonde as a sheaf of wheat.


  “I thought nobody would ever pick me up,” she said, her tongue voicing the American speech with familiarity. She turned then at last to look at the driver. When she laid her blue eyes on him the comb stopped its policing action, and she froze as if in disbelief.


  “Oh!” she managed. And then, on a tone of rising awareness and even of growing delight, “OH!”


  The driver turned his head to look momentarily full into her face. “Allow me to introduce myself,” he said. “I'm Lieutenant Wigglesworth. Michael Wigglesworth. My friends call me 'Tiny,' though. That's because I'm so big,” he added and smiled apologetically. “Anyway, you just go right ahead and call me 'Tiny,' ma'am. And I'd be most obliged to you if you sort of didn't quote it at me while we travel together, if you know what I mean.” He laughed. “It gets awfully tiresome sometimes. Makes me feel a lot bigger than I really am.”


  He smoothly overtook a big truck, its exhaust belching out acrid fumes, and swung back into the right-hand lane again. “May I ask where you're going?” he politely asked, looking with satisfaction up the highway, clear of traffic in both directions as far as he could see.


  The girl had resumed combing her hair, meanwhile closely eyeing her companion.


  “I'm glad to meet you, Tiny,” she finally said, almost timidly. “I'm going down to Italy.”


  She put the comb away in her rucksack and settled down in her seat with a contented sigh, crossing her legs, continuing her scrutiny of the lieutenant.


  Then she asked, almost idly, “Is it really true what they say about Dixie?”


  “What's that?” The lieutenant took his eyes off the road for an instant to glance at her.


  “Well, I've never had the opportunity to talk to a... a... well, to a black American before,” the girl confided, frowning slightly. I'm a journalist, you see and I'm very much interested in the color problem over there. Naturally, I've read An American Dilemma, written by my compatriot Myrdal — a fine book, by and large, with plenty of useful information and all that. Impressive methodology displayed there, too — can't beat Myrdal when it comes to that, you know. But I'm sure hot for some first-hand dope on this question... some authentic stuff. After all, I'm a journalist and got to look at the world from the human-interest angle. Now, I was thinking that perhaps you could clue me on this and then maybe I can cook up a story.”


  She moved slightly closer to the lieutenant and said in a low voice, “I think it's a shame the way America treats her colored people. The whole thing is... is... is a blot on her escutcheon.” She was quiet for a while and, as the lieutenant remained silent, went on, conversationally now, “By the way, my name's Astrid, I'm Swedish and on my way to Italy to interview Giacomo Giubiasco, the Corsican bandit — or at least have a try at it, because he's awfully elusive.”


  The girl impulsively unbuttoned her blouse and bared a black brassiere bordered with a delicate tracery of lace trimmings. “Here are my credentials,” she said, proudly arching her back and thrusting her dingdong impedimenta forward. A press I.D. card, encased in celluloid, was neatly stitched onto one commodious cup of her bra. The lieutenant took a quick look and was so startled that he nearly rode his fire dragon off the highway.


  “Lord, what did I see?” he softly queried and stole another glance at the girl, but she was carefully locking up her treasures now.


  “Well, what do you say, Tiny? Now that you've seen my credentials, how about it? You got some stuff for me?” She looked earnestly at him. “Only you, a representative of black America, can give me the real stuff, the genuine thing!”


  Lieutenant Michael Wigglesworth, scaled down to an affectionate “Tiny” by his friends, was indeed a Dixie Negro — a strapping credit to the male sex and certainly fit to match his blonde companion. Sitting now in the Mercedes with the girl's question still ringing in his ears and with the lovely glimpse she had afforded him still fresh on his retina, he had the uneasy feeling that fate had caught up with him at last — fate in the luscious shape of this crazy chick sitting beside him. For although he could truly say that he owed hie education and present station in life to women, it was to women of his own race. Colored women. They had made it possible for him to leave the South and to go North — to education and a good job. It hadn't been easy to get there; he had been especially long in getting an education, because he had frequently had to cut classes at the university for bouts of discriminating stud-bumming among the wealthy women of Harlem. But the devious route by which he had been obliged to travel had, undeniably, been instructive, and apart from his browsing in academic groves, he had also developed into a free-lancing spelunker, well versed in the exploration of dusky grottoes and their moist and slippery precincts. His colorful existence had made him just the least bit cynical; just a shade too blase for his own good pleasure, but in all truth he had never really been tempted to forage for variation of provender among white women — white American women, anyway. There had been just one time — in New York City, that — when he had been on the verge of having a white woman. But she had been almost too drunk to climb the stairs up to the dingy little hotel room that an anonymous voice on the phone had designated as a tryst, and, once in the room, the sight of his member — at the ready in a murderous, halberdier stance — had seemed to sober her up in a trice, and she had run screaming out of the room. The ensuing uproar had made, it impossible for him to make a quick getaway, and six husky Mick cops, inexplicably fast to show up, had given him a beating that still rankled. Ever since, he had stayed away from ofay women. He preferred his women compliant, not panicky. It was as simple as that. He knew that some of his friends pursued lucrative stud-humming careers among white matrons in certain downtown sections of Manhattan, but those friends were invariably very jumpy about it, and he had never been even remotely tempted to emulate them. A few had even suddenly disappeared without a trace — gone West, perhaps, heaven only knew where.


  But, hell, these white European chicks were another dish of meat altogether, the lieutenant thought, for he had more than once since his arrival in Germany seen frank concupiscence in their eyes. And the banter of his fellow white officers did not trip lightly enough to conceal their impotent spite when a German waitress in the officers' mess favored him with some extra courtesy. On such occasions, he had been cynically amused and perhaps a little contemptuous; he had certainly not been overly tempted to exploit what seemed to be an advantage. There wag plenty of time to sample what might be his for the asking, but he would await the opportune moment. He had no intention of fouling up his army record, clean so far, for a mess of white mincemeat.


  But despite his silent resolve, the lieutenant felt his member writhing beneath his tight khaki pants. With her brazen brand of journalism, the girl beside him excited him as much as she disturbed and amused him. He had heard the same spurious commiseration on the lips of Stateside liberals and parlor-pinks — white girl students with glasses and an absent-mindedly provocative way of crowding you when they talked. What they really had been after had turned out to spell neither s-o-c-i-a-l j-u-s-t-i-c-e nor M-a-r-x. This Scandihoovian number, now, with her bland assumption of a long-suffering South, seemed to be the prototype of them all...


  He was suddenly jolted out of his reverie by the girl, who gave him a sharp nudge with her elbow.


  “What are you thinking of, Tiny?” she wanted to know. “Aren't you going to answer me?”


  He laughed briefly then and without mirth. “Sure, sure, ma'am. I was just thinking... well, just exactly what would you like to know... about Dixie?”


  “Well, a lot of things. But don't forget the human-interest angle. For a starter... let's see... well, how many times have you barely escaped being lynched?” She mouthed the last word like some savory fruit.


  “Now, wait a minute, honey,” he remonstrated. This was outrageous. He'd really have to set this babe straight. She was beginning to sound like a member of the Komsomol interviewing Paul Robeson.


  “I think I'd better straighten you out,” he began, when the girl interrupted him.


  “Tell you what,” she said, “if you show me yours, I'll show you mine — or better still, I'll let you feel mine.”


  “Come again?” English as spoken by Europeans was sometimes rather puzzling, the lieutenant had already found out. Better make sure...


  “Oh, why don't you just let the poor thing out?” she demanded then, apparently exasperated, and before he could say Sugar Ray Robinson the girl had unzippered his fly and roughly extricated his throbbing member. It instantly snapped erect.


  The lieutenant let out a startled whoop, and the car wove in great skidding curves back and forth on the highway for a moment before he succeeded in correcting the violent twist he had involuntarily given the wheel.


  “Gee willikers, lieutenant!” the girl exclaimed, her eyes intently sizing up his member. “I'd hesitate to call that tiny!”


  “Nothing peewee about it, is there, now?” the lieutenant grimly agreed, touching off the girl's journalistic instinct for accuracy. She whipped out a tape measure from a pocket in her slacks and quickly laid the cold, graduated steel along his erect member, then as quickly wrapped the tape around it to get the circumference. The lieutenant drew in his breath in a long, hissing gasp.


  “Goddam, woman, what are you doing?” He grappled briefly with the wheel again.


  “Oh, shush!” the girl said. “Got to be accurate about these things, you know. I've got a reputation for accuracy, for authenticity, and I don't want to louse it up.” She entered her Priapean figures in a Leathersmith address book and then checked what seemed to be serried rows of logarithms.


  “Well, well,” she concluded after a while. “You beat 'em all Tiny. That's a whopper you've got there. You are no three-inch fool.”


  The girl was so pleased with her findings that she burst into a jiggling little tune.


  He's proud and snooty,


  But he's my cutie —


  He tells me, Fireman, do your duty!


  She laughed and gave him a playful shove with her leg. “Isn't that right, hey, Tiny?” But she quickly became serious again, almost reverent. “Jesus! Let me touch it again, will you?” she breathed and clasped his massive member with delicate fingers, getting a stranglehold on its fat chicken-neck, as it were, but gently massaging it in long, determined strokes, her thumb meanwhile expertly fretting the soft, ventral part of the glans.


  The lieutenant felt the situation getting rapidly out of hand. His half-hearted attempts to deflect her insidious blitzing — a ticklish affair at best — got him nowhere, for the girl did not let go of her fascinating bauble. He was just passing another truck and Was abreast of it when she suddenly went buccal on him, her mouth greedily moving over the glans in rhythmical though abortive little lunges, as if trying to bite off the stem of some big, ovoid fruit, but never quite managing it. Still not quite used to her brazen ways, he cut back into the right lane abruptly; a powerful, indignant bellow from the horn of the truck followed the Mercedes as it accelerated in a blaze of speed, the lieutenant mashing the gas pedal flat against the floorboard.


  Just off the Autobahn, parked in an abandoned limestone quarry, a big, black Ford sedan was parked, its engine idling. An American M.P. and a German policeman had finished rigging up a speed trap here, having picked the quarry as a good site for their deceitful job. They were well within the speed limit zone they had been ordered to patrol, and their car was well concealed from the traffic the speed of which they were to check.


  The M.P. — a squat, fat man with a sergeant's chevrons on his sleeves — was slowly lumbering back toward the big Ford when a thunderous wave of sound rocked him and broke on the splintered rock of the quarry. He stopped and looked up at the sky, thinking that an Army Piper had buzzed the highway. But he saw nothing up there.


  “What the hell was that?” he shouted to his German colleague, who was coming toward him on the double.


  “Mensch, das war kein Flugzeug — das war ein Mercedes!” the German shouted back, reverting to type in his enthusiasm.


  The sergeant, who had been chewed out that morning by the provost marshal for inefficiency, quickly saw a chance to redeem himself.


  “Let's get him, buddy,” he said, classically terse in the lingo of his profession. Together they got into the Ford and, bouncing over the short stretch of rocky ground separating them from the highway, lumbered onto it. Their super-charged engine soon had them closing in on the Mercedes with a wailing siren.


  When the girl took her teasing mouth away from his penis the lieutenant also took his foot off the accelerator and started vigorously to pump the brake.


  “I'm going to drop you off right now,” he said to her, “before you get me in one hell of a mess.”


  “Oh, come on, Tiny,” she petulantly complained and grabbed a firmer hold of his erect member with both hands. “You were going to give me the inside dope, remember?”


  It was then that he heard the siren. He looked in the rear-view mirror and saw the big Ford, looking disconcertingly Stateside and approaching at a brisk clip. He remembered, in a short moment illumined by fear, a beating he had once got in Gotham.


  “Christ on a crutch" he whispered evenly to himself. “The military police. I'll be in a mess for sure if those bastards catch me now.” He had stopped braking and was fiat-mashing the accelerator again, this time with cold determination. They'll never be able to get me, he thought; I'm driving quality. His eyes jumped from the road in front of him to the rear-view mirror and back again, intent on the distance between the two cars. Slowly, he began to pull away from the Ford. There was no traffic ahead of him, and the Mercedes, wide open, streaked down the highway like a meteor.


  “Oh, Tiny, you are going to give it to me,” the girl breathed thankfully. Then her voice became peevish. “About time, too, I'd say. Just the least bit of diddling now, and I'd faint dead away.”


  There was a sudden, urgent rustling of clothing beside him. She was getting out of her slacks, and the lieutenant got a glimpse of her luscious, Venusian thighs as she wriggled and squirmed in her seat. Her black, lace-frilled G-string soon went the way of her slacks, and this time his eyes left the road to stare in open and reckless fascination at the golden fleece that covered her softly rounded belly like some rich and exotic rug. The lieutenant was lost now, unless he stopped the car, and that — taking a frantic look in the rear-view mirror—he couldn't do. The Ford was still there, steadily and undeniably there.


  Without further ado she then grasped him by his shoulders and straddled him in a deft, sidewise motion. Her mouth was utterly lascivious now, her eyes glazed and glowing with an amethyst color. Resting her knees on the leather upholstery of the bucket seat in which he was sitting, she raised herself slightly and passed her left hand under her thigh to fumble for his member, that was luxuriating in the munificence of her silky sporran. She soon found what she was looking for and clasped it avariciously, bending it backwards until the blunt tip of it touched the mouth of her vagina that slavered in hot anticipation, bearing down when she felt its scintillating kiss. She was poised for an instant on the extremity of his unbending erection, her knees lifting from the seat ever so slightly. The lips of her vagina, although well lubricated, widened but slowly around his glans. But then its full thickness had been introduced, and with a sudden, wuthering groan she sank in to the hilt. Then she became like a thing possessed. She sank her teeth into his throat and shook her head in terrier-like ferocity, moaning and clawing at his back, all the while thrusting her loins up and down, up and down, rhythmically, on his well-oiled penis, slick and shiny now like some great, untiring plunger.


  In the dumb, peristaltic bliss that rapidly descended on him, the lieutenant but dimly saw the road before him; shapes loomed up and flitted by on all sides, squealing and hooting cacophonously. He did his level best to keep the car on the road, but — gravel-blind with passion now — his level best was, inevitably, a perilously devious course. And when at last the enfeebled reckoning of his mind was totally extinguished, leaving him awash in the dark, pulsating ecstasy of the universe, the car slewed across the highway in long, shuddering arcs, leaving utter, hitter confusion in its wake. It was only gradually that it settled into a straightaway — but without slackening its speed.


  About two miles behind the Mercedes and incredulously watching its careening course, the M.P. softly swore.


  “We'll never get that bastard, buddy. He's just too goddam fast for us.”


  “Yes! yes!” his German colleague excitedly agreed. “A Mercedes is... is... schnell” He slashed his right hand horizontally through the air going eeeeehhhh! and laughing uproariously.


  The M.P. gave him a slow-burn look of disgust and got his eyes front and center just in time to see the Mercedes disappear below a dip in the highway. When he in his turn crested it, he knew that he'd have to give up the chase. Before him, there was a road fork with its two branches disappearing — after a short distance in the open — into a wooded area. The Mercedes was nowhere in sight.


  The lieutenant would never know how he'd got into the narrow dirt road on which he found himself when he had floated back up to the ruffled surface of cerebral life. The girl beside him, fully dressed again, was coolly tincturing her lips. She gave him a bright smile when she had finished, swung the car door open and climbed out, taking the rucksack with her.


  “Well, thanks a lot for the ride, Tiny,” she said, “and for the low-down on Dixie. Boy, talk about authenticity...” Her voice trailed off in candid admiration.


  “I'm afraid you've got the wrong slant on things, Honey,” the lieutenant sadly answered.


  But the girl was already striding away from the car. “Good-bye, now!” she called and waved at him. “I'll see you around, Tiny.”


  “Yeah,” he said, wearily lifting his arm. Sure. I'll see you around.”


  But he didn't sound so sure about it.


  CHAPTER II


  Seth Pembroke took a short, impatient sip from his glass of Barbera and surveyed the hurly-burly of Piazza San Marco with berylline eyes. Impatient though he was, the spectacle of grimy priests in their black soutanes ogling the waggling haunches of women strolling about in their light summer dresses did not escape his attention, as it never failed to amuse him. Lecherous beggars, he thought, and had a not unpleasing vision of reverential hands laid upon white flesh in dubious blessings. I'll bet they're just itching to dig into this luscious meat waggling around all over the place. Don't tell me that doesn't happen, either, he pursued his train of thought, and suddenly remembered a few lines of poetry:


  Whereas at Venice,


  Abhorrent, green, slippery city


  Whose Doges were old, and had ancient eyes,


  In the dense foliage of the inner garden...


  That ranting and randy old puritan Lawrence knew where it would happen, too, Seth mused; in sheltered, cloistral gardens, that's where the priests unwind... He had just refilled his glass when he saw his friend hurrying past the Lion. Loping along like some huge, spastic ostrich, myopically peering at the cafe tables, the young man was momentarily the cynosure of all eyes, and a light, gay ripple of laughter ran through the cafe habitues. Seth waved at him; the young man gave a glad start of recognition and energetically bore down on him.


  “I'm so sorry I'm late, Seth, mon cher, but Father Lucelli was late, and I couldn't hand in the manuscripts on time. They have to be locked up every time I leave, you know. Father Lucelli would simply have a conniption fit if I just were to leave them on my desk. Why, every time I have to go to the toilet a cenobite slithers up to my table and stands guard, if you please. Well, I understand Father Lucelli, of course. He has really been most cooperative, you know, and having me study the manuscripts must be a bit embarrassing for all of them.”


  Hobart Dwight was a young scholar who had just made his first splash — and a very resounding one — in the world of disinterested research. In an obscure, provincial library in northern Italy he had unearthed some scabrous letters exchanged between a venerable friar — one of the great Scholastics, in fact — and the Mother Superior of a neighboring convent. Neither one had minced their words when writing to each other, and the letters, duly annotated and footnoted by Hobart Dwight, added up to a splendid homage in honor of Priapus, though, it must be conceded, from an unexpected quarter. The slim volume in which the letters had been published did not bear the imprint of an established university press, but that of a pioneering and internationally known publisher who had never been afraid to offer the public sheer reading pleasure.


  If—as in Hobart's case — an original piece of research went hand in hand with pleasure, well, then, tant mieux for the public.


  At any rate, the public had pointed up the good judgement of this publisher, and the book had enjoyed tremendous sales. Needless to say, the learned world was in a quandary. What Hobart had had the temerity of finding did actually throw an entirely new light on an important historical personage, and did necessitate an agonizing reappraisal of that personage. Yet other scholars were loath to admit that Hobart was a bona fide member of their freemasonry. For one thing, his iconoclasm had been so devastatingly effective that a once venerable name now elicited snickers from the hoi polloi. For another, the sales of his book were just too high.


  And now Hobart was in Venice, where — according to his latest findings — the manuscripts he was studying under the watchful eyes of Father Lucelli were due to yield more scandalous information about the private lives of illustrious clerics.


  “You can't imagine, Seth, what I've had to go through ever since I had that horrible first book of mine published. My reputation as a sort of academic muckraker was firmly established the moment that slim little opus of mine hit the market. Why, all I did was to pursue the truth. Well, I have written other things since, you know, but no one wants to accept them. For instance, that piece on counterfeiting during the reign of Nero, or that charming little piece on Egyptian cosmetology. Those articles took a lot of careful research; they are interesting, and they definitely add something new to the world's store of knowledge. And yet it is impossible for me to get them accepted in any of the learned reviews.” Hobart opened his blue, myopic eyes wide and peered in dismay at Seth.


  “Hobart, you fool,” he affectionately said, “why don't you stick to your muckraking. Genital gems is what we want from you, not how Cleopatra powdered her nose, or numismatic nonsense.”


  “Et tu, you brute,” Hobart glumly retorted. “Even my best friend doesn't see my predicament. Well, I might as well face the naked truth, as it were. I have turned into an authority on convent tidbits.”


  “English usage is probably more appropriate in your case,” Seth said. “You mean tidbits, don't you, Hobart?”


  “Don't be crude, mon cher,” was the peevish answer.


  Seth chuckled, and the two men lapsed into an easy silence, sipping their wine and watching the people in the square. And when their eyes wearied of movement, they could rest on the ornate basilica, or the pillared loveliness of the doge's palace, where Marco Polo was received in pomp and circumstance when he came back from Cathay with lacquered chests, gunpowder and wondrous tales.


  “What a charming creature!” It was Hobart, staring at a boy a few tables away. His dark eyes, fringed with epicene lashes, glanced for a short, shy moment on Robert's gaunt form.


  “Isn't he lovely, Seth?” Hobart was unabashedly peering at the boy now, and he, conscious of being watched, was beginning to fidget.


  “Do you like the carabineers as much, Hobart?” Seth mockingly asked, nodding at two strapping specimens patrolling the square with measured, dignified steps —two well-fed peacocks out for a post-prandial constitutional.


  “No, I don't.” The boy had fled, and Hobart sadly watched him disappear in the crowd. “God, how I hate leather and galloons and such like tripe,” he said with perfect candor. “And those indecent guns they're always brandishing!”


  “Now, now, Hobie, old fogey — you were in the army once, too, remember? Surely you haven't forgotten your proper army nomenclature? Those are rifles out there, man. This is your gun—” and Seth bunched up his crotch in short jerks.


  “You are just impossible today, aren't you, Seth? Your wit is consistently hitting below the belt.”


  “Snatchwise, Hobart, ole boy, my wit is always up to par.” Seth couldn't help grinning when he saw his friend wince. “Hobie, I wonder if you know just how funny you can be sometimes. Here you are, a young scholar with a book to your credit that has classed you, willy-nilly, as an expert on facetiae, to use a bookseller's euphemism, and you wince at the word 'snatch'. Hobie, do you know what a cunt is?”


  “Certainly,” Hobart said, stiffly. “Do you want me to give you the etymology of the word? I suppose that you, like so many other smut-hounds with a smattering of etymological knowledge, suppose that 'cunt' derives from the Latin word 'cunnus.' Well, there you are wrong, my friend, for 'cunt' is by no means...”


  “OK, OK, Hobie, don't give me a lecture on etymology. I wasn't thinking of the linguistic aspects of the word — not for the moment, at any rate, although I'll admit that there are moments in a man's life when the tongue might in this connection be applied with some profit. That's it, isn't it, Hobie? 'Lingua,' tongue; 'linguae,' possessive case...” Seth winked at Hobart, broadly and outrageously. “No, my supercilious friend, I was rather interested in knowing if you know the reality behind the word — the feel of it; its cespitose aspects as well as its humorous ones, so to speak. The reality of it is really fascinating, Hobie. Don't cerebrate all the time, man; fornicate now and then. It won't make a gentleman out of you, but it'll sure as hell make you a better scholar!”


  “I'm really not interested in all this heterosexual sordidness, you know,” Hobart said. “And my research is going very well, thank you. I'd be crazy to take note of all this drivel you are talking.”


  “Mark my words, Hobie, ole buddy, it'd be good for you! Goody-goody for you!” Seth prodded his friend in the ribs with great, boisterous good humor, and Hobart squirmed and laughed at the same time, annoyed and yet amused at the tomfoolery.


  “Stop it, Seth, you idiot,” he gasped as people at nearby tables turned and stared. “The carabineers will get us with their guns — I mean their rifles.”


  Presently they both calmed down and sat there grinning at each other, rather pleased with themselves. Then they ordered more wine, some sandwiches and a big bottle of mineral water. They ate and drank with slow relish, and afterwards lit cigarettes and watched the people, benevolently. A cool breeze was coming in from the lake as the afternoon grew older, rousing the senses, quickening the mind, and the two men silently thought of the pleasure and the pain that waited for them that night somewhere in the labyrinthine city of Venice.


  Hobart was the first one to break the pensive mood which the food and the time of day had induced. “Do you know that John Barker is in Venice?”


  “Is that the guy I met at Janet's place last summer? The guy with the mustache and the pearly choppers?”


  “I don't know if John would be flattered or annoyed if he heard himself thus described, but that's the man, all right. Well, I ran into him as I came out of the library a couple of nights ago. We had a couple of drinks together, and chatted about this and that. It appears that he is headed for Rome again. He comes down this way to limber up that car of his on the autostradas. He's got a hopped-up Chrysler 300, you know, and that thing travels like greased lightning when he opens it up. He lives up in Geneva, where he carries on in the most frightful fashion. Thoroughly and disgustingly heterosexual, John Barker is — which brings me to the point, or rather to the reason I brought his name up. It seems he really had a curious experience on the way down here. He told me that he picked up a female hitchhiker soon after he had crossed the border — I think it was just outside Como — anyway, it doesn't matter. Well, this girl is a Swedish journalist by the name of Astrid, and she told John she was going down to try and get an interview with Giubiasco — you know, the Corsican bandit. John was charmed to have this luscious young woman riding with him — anyway...
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