
        
            
                
            
        

    
Whirligig!

John
Brunner

 
Now look Joe, just sit there! For the last time, I am
telling you that we are going to include Gumshoe
Stumble in our next recording session whether you like it or
not! And you’re going to release it as a single, and
I’m going to see that label say big and bold and clear:
Gumshoe Stumble by Tommy Caxton and his Solid Six. Get
me?

No, next time won’t do—I want the
present band to put it down. Louie’s finally getting
hitched to his girl Cindy, and Alf Reardon’s joining Stumpy
Biggleman for his tour of Egypt, and I—

No, I won’t shut up and I won’t think
it over and I am being reasonable! And I’ll talk like
that to you or any other A&R man in the business until I manage
to get this simple plain straightforward fact through your head.
Listen carefully: we are going to record that number and
you are going to release it. Is that clear, or do I have to
get a hot poker and write it on your—uh—?

I’ve already told you, Goddammit! I know perfectly well
there’s an Icky Black version and one by Buck Milligan and
one by Benny Call! I know there’s no future in
covering an Icky Black disc. But there’s absolutely and
positively no future in not recording—

Oh, to hell with it. Let me get a cigarette and let me get my
breath back. I guess I’ll have to tell you the whole story,
though I’m damned sure you won’t believe a word of
it.

 
Listen, you know Nick Barelli? Used to run the Crypt Club near
Marble Arch until that time when—uh—well, until the
word got around and nobody would play the joint for a million.
That’s him. Well, after the club went broke I felt sort of it
was my fault and a bit guilty and… anyway I did him a few
favors and now he’s back on his feet he tries to do me a few
in return.

Well, the other day he gives me a buzz and says have you an
evening free next week because I have a good gig for your band. So
I say how about Wednesday and he covers the phone and I wait and he
comes back after a few minutes and says great, Wednesday it is and
how do I feel about a hundred and fifty and expenses for a
four-hour stint at a big society do?

Right there I should have spotted something fishy. I mean, what
kind of a society function is it where the date depends on whether
you can get the band that night? But l hadn’t any mind to
spare for that question. I was wondering whether I liked a hundred
and fifty smackers and expenses more than I hated swank society
parties. I mean, last time we’d played one, there was this
louse who called Fats Hamilton a big buck nigger and Fats got so
mad he learned the guy’s name and went in the toilet and drew
a picture four feet high with lipstick all over the wall and wrote
the name underneath. I guess I better hadn’t say what
he’d drawn the guy doing. But we won’t be booked into
that joint again.

 
So I tried to get some more details out of Nick. But all I
learned was the guy’s name—Mister Mordecai
Smith—and the tone of voice Nick used to say Mister
sort of smelt like money burning and meant make up your mind fast
he could have Ted Heath instead. So I said okay, where is this
show? He says vaguely it’s out of town somewhere and goes off
the line for another minute or two. Finally he comes back to say
the guy who’s hiring us will provide his own transport and
bring us home afterwards.

Now this is even odder. Most people wouldn’t soil their
limousines with a musician’s hind end, so we have this
minibus arrangement with back seats that turn into bunks and a
compartment in the roof where you can put the horns even when
it’s snowing, and besides we like using it because it has
this slogan of Alf’s painted on the back—YOU ARE
FOLLOWING TOMMY CAXTON’S SOLID SIX, WHY NOT CATCH US SOME
TIME? And so on. So I argue. So Nick wins.

Or rather, he drives it through my head that Mister Mordecai
Smith is the kind of guy who prefers his own ideas, even if
they’re bad ones. So okay. All fixed for Wednesday, they
collect us at six-thirty outside Nick’s office and take us
home to our own pads after. We all live close to one another, but
even so when we chew the facts over afterwards the only one we
really like is the rate for the job.

Still, I wasn’t too worried. Not till I showed on
Wednesday as agreed, and here’s Nick with all the boys
barring Ed—bass, you know? There’s some sort of
argument going on with Louie Ditton, my clarinetist. I get the
drift. He wants to take Cindy along as usual, who’s standing
there looking bored, and Nick is saying Mister Smith wouldn’t
like it and in fact positively forbade it, and in the interests of
band discipline—what we have of it, but who’d want to
lose it completely—I come in on Nick’s side.

Why the hell not take Cindy, Louie says. Look, there’s
room in those things for a small army! And he points across the
road to where there’s two cars waiting, with a couple of
uniformed shovers sort of tapping their fingers on the wheels.

I do a doubletake. What the blazes are those is what I want to
know! And Bill Sandler, our pianoman, who’s a car buff, takes
me literally and says that’s one Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost and
one Hispano-Suiza eight-passenger limousine weighing two tons and
built like a tank and that’s Mister Smith’s transport
and it’s beautiful.

Still, even though Louie’s right about the small army Nick
is right about Mister Smith, and I say so. So Louie says to Nick in
no uncertain terms he wants to know who this vestpocket dictator
is, anyway!

Matter of fact, that’s something we’d all like to
know, so we turn the codfish eye on Nick, and he goes all Italian
and helpless and all he can say is the guy turned up and asked for
our band, which he had the name of in a notebook with him, and this
was some sort of rare alligator binding on the notebook, and he was
dressed but magnificently and had these rings dripping from
his fingers and a whole squad of private secretaries and such
dancing around and if we wanted to see our pay we’d better
get in those cars!

 
So Ed shows up just then, apologizing—he has this
Mini-Minor and the most overgrown bass I ever saw, and some trouble
with the roof-rack or something… Anyway, time’s
running out, and I have no choice but to come the heavy father and
tell Louie Cindy doesn’t come, and everyone else tells him to
shut up and get in because it’s brass-monkey weather and
Cindy says what she thinks of Mister Smith and beats it and
that’s that.

Now we find out the shovers are as weird as their cars. I mean,
did you ever see a car with a clock in the middle of the
steering-wheel? Bill says it’s an eight-day stopwatch, but I
think Big Ben pupped the week the thing left the factory.
I—no, that’s not what I started to say. Here these two
shovers just sit watching us struggle with the instruments, not
making a move to help, more sort of hoping the strain will kill us.
Well, this gets Alf Reardon down, of course—he doesn’t
like people who think musicians are an inferior species. I keep him
quiet for a bit, and we climb in, and then Fats wants to know where
we’re going. He asks me. I say hell, I don’t know, ask
the shover!

And the shover sneers and slams the door and off we go.

 
Well, with a chance to sit back and think I’m frowning
till my forehead feels like corrugated paper. We don’t know
where we’re going, I haven’t seen the guy who hired us,
Alf is bloody-minded about the shover and vice versa, and the
general feeling is Tommy are you off your bonce to get us mixed up
in this? I am not happy, believe me.

Still, we cool down, and Fats passes a jar of rum which normally
I wouldn’t allow on the way to this sort of
function—not after the episode of the picture in the
gents—but I figure Alf’s halfway right and we
aren’t going to be treated like royalty so why behave like
it?

 
Some time around when it gets dark, I look out the back for the
second car following us, and I yell. And so do the others. Here, so
help me, since we last paid any mind to the outside world, a
fog’s blown up so thick and black you can’t see a yard
out of the window, and here’s this crazy driver poring on the
coal like high noon in midsummer.

So I bash the glass partition, and the shover picks up one of
those real speaking-tube things, you know? And he says in an
upper-crust voice something about no need to be alarmed,
gentlemen, this is only a patch of mist, and the words come
out all echoing and hollow. Fats grabs his jar of rum back from
Bill, and while he’s still gulping, the shover turns out to
be right and here we are, pulling up a concrete driveway outside a
monstrous great country mansion yea long by yea tall.

Like wow! says Ed. But there’s no time to take in the
view—here comes a stinking-rich-looking character surrounded
by flunkeys and monkeys and alongside him a girl like…
like… Oh, I’ll save my breath. She was just
unbelievable, all the way down from her coal-black hair to
her… Never mind. What I mean, you could hear eyes popping
like champagne corks.

 
So I say, Mister Mordecai Smith? And kick Louie on the shin to
tell him he might as well stop preening himself, who looks at
musicians in this class of joint except nymphos going slumming? I
have a good kick which means that. I have to use it on Louie all
the time.

He says yes, and he is very gracious and glad to see us arrived
safely and trusts we will spend an enjoyable evening and this here
is his daughter Galena whose birthday party it is we’ve been
engaged for.

So Galena takes my hand and holds it and looks at me and says
are you really Tommy Caxton and I have all your
records and it’ll be wonderful having you actually
playing at my party. And I suddenly think maybe I was wrong in the
way I’d kicked Louie and I ought to have made it one of my
ordinary keep-your-hands-off-or-I’ll-tell-Cindy kicks.

Because this kid has eyes that you look deep, deep down into,
like hotel corridors, and all the signs say with no chance of
error—BEDROOM.

I gulp. I nod. I look at Mister Smith, expecting him to throw me
right back in the car. But no. He says about seeing to his guests
and looking forward to hearing our music and this particular
flunkey out of all of them will take charge of us.

And before we’ve quite recovered we’ve been
processed with assembly-line efficiency through a small room where
we get a chance to comb the hair and tune up, and we’re
on.

 
Jesus! From the size of the house I’d expected a big room,
but this was a stadium! The dais they put us on would have held a
symphony orchestra for a start, and all it held was a half-dozen
chairs, a Steinway grand—Bill said it had a very stiff
action, but maybe they didn’t want a jazzman beating hell out
of a good piano—and us.

And over the edge of this football-field we were on, there were
the people. They…

Now look. Put yourself in our place. Here’s this crazy
barn, laid out with long white tables for bars and buffets, barmen
in white jackets, drinks flowing like water, and this gang of more
handsome men and more beautiful women of all ages from chicks to
hens than I ever saw in my life—and I’ve played for the
judging at Miss Europe contests! And their clothes!

The women’s were pretty much okay. I mean, I didn’t
think in a setting like this you’d see the sack line and the
trapeze line and the A-line and the H-line and the god-knows-line
all together, skirts all the way from the floor to the knee, bosoms
all the way from over-exposed to under-developed. But—hell,
it was the men that bugged me. Some were in evening dress that
didn’t fit. Some wore tartan jackets and tight pants like
army mess-dress. Some wore tweed jackets of every shade from orange
to blue. Some wore ruffled shirts. Some—oh, I can’t
remember the lot.

 
Anyway, there wasn’t time to look the scene over. Because
here comes little Galena bouncing with excitement—I
didn’t notice what she was wearing, but there
wasn’t much of it—and this string of young men
pinker-faced and slicker-built than Guards officers and dressed
like blitz victims. Charges up to the stand and waits, like
breathless, for us to start.

So I start. What else?

I stomp off a nice rousing opener—Rampart Street.
Galena listens. Some of the other
people move to the far end, where I doubt if they can hear our
triple-forte. Some ignore us. Some come and look us over the way
squares always do. I call it the aquarium look. Only Galena hangs
on our every note, and her boy-friends stay put, hanging on
her.

Well, we play an hour and a half, and
Smith sends to say there’s refreshments for the band and we
may take up to forty minutes before resuming if we wish. We wish,
all right. I guess I shouldn’t admit it, but with
Galena’s melting eyes on me I’ve been putting the band
through hoops. All our best numbers, all the toughies and the
flag-wavers and the soulful blues one inch this side of corny,
Galena standing there like I was Gabriel.

And when she says how much
she’s enjoying the music, and looks,
I know very well that
there’s refreshment for the band-leader waiting
somewhere—uh—private.

Maybe it was the Gabriel bit that put
me off. I have personal reasons. Anyway, I didn’t bite. I
went off with the boys to the room behind the stand.

There’s salad and smoked salmon
and canapes and some wine I don’t recognize and
white-jacketed waiters to serve us, and all this makes even Alf
feel a bit less sore. We sit around, eat, drink, light up and swap
impressions. One impression we share: this joint is the weirdest.
The waiters don’t help, either. They’re as
uncommunicative as the shovers.

 
Suddenly I notice something, and push my chair back.
Where—is—Louie?

I’d seen him slip away, but I’d figured on doing the
same before going back on the stand, and assumed the obvious
reason. Only the obvious reason doesn’t take twenty-five
minutes.

Hmmm…

I get up, asking Bill which door, and he points, and a waiter
opens for me and says to go to the end of the corridor. Some
corridor. All white, with a springy floor. From one side of it
rises a—get this—an escalator. And something else odd.
No lights. The light comes from everywhere. Poppa Mordecai’s
fortune obviously has several more zeroes than I first thought.

But anyway, what strikes me most is the piped music, which I can
hear out here and couldn’t in the room where we were eating.
Very odd piped music. It bothers me all the time I’m in the
john.

Because it sounds like a very old, crackly, scratchy 78, and I
know damn well it’s not. It’s a track from a perfectly
good new LP, by yours truly and his Solid Six, and a fan of mine as
devoted as Galena has no business playing it in this condition. I
mean, hell, she must be devoted. She’s not satisfied
with having her pop spend the cost of a hundred LP’s to get
us to her party—apparently she wants to hear us through the
interval too.

And then, just as I’m coming back past the foot of the
escalator, everything stops. There’s a pause in the piped
music, a scraping as the stylus picks up on a new disc, and a band
goes into Gumshoe Stumble, also with scratches and
crackling.

MY BAND!

Jesus, I’ve played with Louie and Alf for years. I
knew that was Alf’s tram growling in there. I
knew it was Louie codding around with those high-register
squeaks. And most definitely of all I knew my own trumpet lead.

But I’d played Gumshoe Stumble so few times I could
practically count them! We hadn’t even played it this
evening, and sure as hell we’d never cut a disc of it. So
where did Galena get that recording?

I figured I’d come through the only door Louie would have
been sent through. He wasn’t in the can. That left the
escalator. I put two and Galena together and hoped.

I was right.

This escalator starts by throwing me at a blank wall. Only
suddenly it’s not. lt’s a door, opened like a conjuring
trick.

Here’s this room, beautiful mother-of-pearl walls, spongy
sea-green floor, furniture like—but I didn’t see that
in detail. I saw three things in detail. A record player, so old
its wooden cabinet had wormholes in it and the veneer was cracked.
Galena, making bedroom eyes. And Louie, so besotted he hadn’t
even caught on to what was happening.

I scrambled up and grabbed the record off the player. I made
Louie read the label. I never saw anyone go so white. He clutches
his beard, he looks at Galena like a rattlesnake, and then he and I
beat each other to the door. I dropped the record. It broke, I
guess.

Because while we’re running down the escalator hollering
to be let out of here Galena lets go a howl fit to lift the roof
and we hear some of what she thinks about the way we treat her
precious antiques.

Yes, I said antiques! She screamed it right out loud
after us. She’d decided to give her living doll a treat, so
she’d got out her genuine unique original discs, and that one
I dropped—according to her—was five hundred years
old.

We spoiled her birthday party, and Poppa Mordecai was sore as
hell. He’d gone to a lot of trouble, like making the guests
dress up in period so we wouldn’t catch on, and hauling those
cars out of maybe a museum someplace. But that was just the half of
it. I think he must have bent the law to swing the deal at
all. I mean, if it wasn’t illegal we’d be hearing about
it all the—

Joe! Put that phone down! I’m not crazy! I’m just
explaining why it’s absolutely essential we cut a disc of
Gumshoe Stumble and…

cover.jpeg
DEC. 50¢ BT

BEYOND
INFINITY

STRANGE TALES FROM (C_><_) OTHER DIMENSIONS
C \






