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      “Gerry?”

      A curious shape – basically ellipsoid, a sphere stretched along the vertical, but complicated here and there by concavities and protrusions: two hollows sit midway up; between them, a long triangular prism extending down along its surface.

      “Gerry.”

      Otherwise known as a face.

      Oh God. This is prosopagnosia. She has face blindness! Has she? There was the guy she’d known in uni who’d had that – mildly, but when you’d meet up, he’d always look at you a bit blankly at first, like he was trying to place you (well, unless you were wearing something familiar, or until you spoke). And then when you’d be watching a film or something on the TV, he could never tell one actor from another, and he’d say things like, “Why is he trying to kill his father, now?” But it would be a completely different character, and then she’d have to explain everything, who was who, which eventually made watching anything with him about as much fun as a visit to the dentist.

      Weird.

      But face blindness doesn’t mean that you don’t recognise faces at all – does it? That is, as faces? Only a problem recognising individual faces? But then there was the man who’d mistaken his wife for a hat, wasn’t there? Which suggests that . . . or had he mistaken his hat for⁠—

      “Geraldine!”

      “. . . Maria? God! I’m so sorry!” Gerry laughs. “I was miles away! What time is it?”

      “3 o’clock? You said you’d be free.”

      “Yes. Yes, I did, didn’t I. Is it that time already, then? Gosh. Must have lost track of . . .”

      “I could see.”

      Maria smiles, and suddenly the shapes are all messed up, their neat geometries translated into intricate folds and irregular forms, beyond even the capacity of maths to model – well, beyond any maths that Gerry possesses anyway.

      “I can come back, if it’s not a good time?”

      “No! Sorry, just, er . . . won’t you . . . ?” Gerry stands up and begins scanning her glass-walled office, looking for a chair to offer her visitor, and then for a chair that isn’t laden with robo-crap. She grabs a box of spare limb-joints from one and then stands a moment, forlornly seeking another space for it, defeated by the fact that all potential surfaces are already burdened with similar. Like a game with no moves left. Solitaire, perhaps.

      “I tell you what,” she says, ”do you fancy a stroll?”
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        * * *

      

      Spring has decked the Spanish Steps with pots of pink azaleas, and would also once have sprinkled them with tourists and locals, providing a well-known spot to meet, for tired bums to steal some respite, a quick snack or an ice cream. But all such activities have now been decreed unbefitting the classical decorum of Rome’s historic landmarks. The steps are no longer for mere sitting on, and now, shooed off by whistle-toting guardians of cultural heritage, those tired bums must decamp to its fringes, to sit unrested atop stiff legs somewhere in the piazza below; or else on seats in little square-side cafes like this one, from which to look out upon the fountain of the old sinking boat, or up at the steps’ much-thinned foot traffic, ascending and descending like lonely angels on Jacob’s ladder.

      Of course, there is always the lift.

      Something faintly absurd about watching a set of steps, Gerry muses; a thing designed to convey people to and from, and now itself become a destination, a spectacle. And as for ancient Roman street decorum, well, evidently the city authorities have read different history books than she has. In her books, at least, Roman streets were not serene, well-tended thoroughfares, but log-jammed with life, with vendors and hawkers, miscreant children and meandering beasts; a potpourri of classes and creeds, foul fumes and enticing aromas, where slave to senator could parade and posture, browse and barter, gossip, grift and gamble; a place to be propositioned or pilfered from, or crowned with a flying chamber pot. But whatever the case, there will be no more homages to Audrey Hepburn – or Anita Ekberg, for that matter; unless you are willing to pay the hefty fine.

      “Keats lived there, you know.” Gerry motions up to the second floor of a pale, square, three-storey building sat just to the right of the steps, before taking another slurp of her – well, the ice-cream is raspberry-coloured, anyway, though she is starting to wonder about the flavour. For all her years here, her Italian is still stalled at gelato, questo and pointing.

      “Sorry? Who?”

      “The poet?”

      Poor Keats. 26, was he? Not much time to leave your mark. Here lies one whose name was writ in water – the inscription on his little grave, which Gerry had tracked down one day not so long ago in the “English Cemetery” near Porta San Paolo, one expat paying a long overdue social call upon another. And yet, ironically, it was just that – his name, his reputation, his words – that still survived, when the man himself was dust.

      “Oh, yes.” Maria nods distractedly.

      “I . . . I’m sorry I didn’t make it to the, er . . . to Rodolfo’s funeral. I was out of the country, I’m afraid.”

      Maria gives a little shrug. “No problem. Really.”

      Her son paralysed in a freak accident, and now her husband dead from some equally trivial mishap, and all in the space of a few years. The poor woman is cursed.

      “So how is young Fito doing?” Gerry asks.

      “Yes, fine, I suppose. You know, considering.”

      “Of course.” She offers a sad, sympathetic smile. “Any problems with the interface?” Thinking, maybe, that this is why Maria is here.

      “Oh, no, all that’s fine. As far as I can tell. At least, he’d tell me soon enough if he couldn’t get his precious practice in.”

      Gerry laughs. “I bet he would!”

      Maria too gives a little chuckle, albeit one shadowed with something darker.

      “No, it’s not about that.” Maria looks out for a moment at the sparsely trafficked stairway, her face toying with a range of sad expressions, before settling on a somewhat cartoonish jutting out of the bottom lip. “It’s the police,” she finally says. “They’ve reopened the case. They’re saying now that they think it wasn’t accidental after all.”

      “Oh? But then what?”

      “They think someone may have tampered with the pool.”

      “Tampered?”

      She nods slowly, almost ruminatively.

      “They’re saying now that they think it may be murder.”

      “Good grief, Maria. Murder?”

      “Apparently so.” Maria’s bottom lip gives another sad little pout.

      “And who do they think would do that?”

      “Apparently, Fito.”
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        * * *

      

      Gerry had taken to Maria straight away. They’d first been introduced – if you could call it that – through Michael Sommeil, Gerry’s former, habitually absentee boss and the one-time captain of Merrywhile’s robotics flagship, Project MUNKi. When that had hit foul waters, rather than go down with the boat, Michael had abandoned it completely, leaving Gerry to bail out a project awash with controversy and scuppered by scandal, and wondering whether she still had a job. She has since managed to right the ship a little, and while yet to make it fully seaworthy, has begun to helm it out of the heavy weather and back onto the fairway – though there are days when she still wishes she’d grabbed one of the lifeboats.

      How Michael and Maria had come to meet, Gerry isn’t exactly sure: a former flame, she’d wondered? But more likely just an old friend, another node in the expat network – Michael being Michael, he only really has room in his life for Michael; for his work, for his own professional interests. Those interests had briefly intersected with Maria’s, and momentarily her situation had held his flighty attention while the puzzle still fascinated him – “Oh, we can definitely do something, you know?” she’d heard him say, stood by, wondering whether she should step in to rein in his enthusiasm. “Definitely.”

      In fact, Gerry had never seen him so weirdly animated, moved – she had supposed at the time – by Fito’s plight. But no, she’d eventually realised, intrigued rather than moved, by the puzzle that the boy represented (and we now know why that was, don’t we?), a puzzle that had eventually been displaced by some shinier, more puzzling thing. And so when, in his typical fashion, he had subsequently no-showed at some promised meeting, it was Gerry who had been left to apologise – “Just forgotten, Maria, most likely” – and as if in training for her current role, to fill in for him and pick up his slack. He is not a callous nor an uncaring man, she’s come to understand, merely one perpetually distracted by his own obsessions – which seem these days to consist solely of himself.

      But to Maria, then and now, Fito is more than some intriguing technological puzzle to be solved

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
        
      

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/mr-wolf-separator.jpg





OEBPS/images/mr-wolf-title-page.jpg
GARETH J.
SOUTHWELL





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Epigraph
      


      		
        Mr Wolf
      


      		
        Leave A Review
      


      		
        The Merrywhile Books
      


      		
        Also by Gareth Southwell…
      


      		
        Acknowledgements
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		The Merrywhile Books


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/mr-wolf-ebook-cover-2023.jpg
// X

X GARETHJ.
“ SOUTHWELL //

MERRYWHILE 1.5

"






