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Little things can make a man homesick. Little things like bedbugs, lice. . .
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Farcson arrived in the eighteenth century—at a point twenty feet up in the air. To defeat any chance that the surface in that area may have been leveled, he had purposely been given a margin of six feet to ensure that he did not arrive in any part buried. Perhaps an error, per​haps an ancient temporary subsist​ence. The discrepancy was not large, considering the distance in​volved, but it was unfortunate-Impelled by gravity, Farcson fell, awkwardly. Trying to arise, shock exploded in his brain and he reeled, blacking out as he collapsed. He had broken his leg.

Farcson returned to con​sciousness to find himself being viewed by a man he took to be a hobo, such was his general grubbi​ness and rough attire. The man ap​peared curious, if diffident.

His leg a stabbing pain, yet Farcson struggled to sit up. He groaned, panted and cursed. He would have to return, and straight​away. He would . . .

Farcson looked down at himself, spun his head around. “My coat!” he cried. “Where’s my coat?” His elegantly trimmed and furbished coat was gone, its protection stripped from him. His eyes searched vainly. “Hey!” He gripped his leg, dug his fingers. “Here, you, fellow.” He beckoned impatiently. “My coat. Have you seen it? Blue, with . . . with . . . Did you see who took it from me?”
The man took a step closer. He was wide-eyed, plainly impressed by Farcson’s ruffles and lace and gen​tlemanly appearance. “Coat, zur? No, zur. Hant bin seed no coat, zur.” He stooped, gathered a trod​den cocked-hat, offered. “Be yours, zur?”
Farcson slumped. He took the hat, leaned back on his elbows. Shock upon shock. His leg. He couldn’t think straight. His coat. He had to have his coat. That styl​ish flared garment held the key to his return. He had to have it, he had to!

He looked down at himself again. Gone. It was not a dream. No. It couldn’t be. He had to get back. He . . . His mind whirled.

When he opened his eyes again he was flat on his back and the man had been joined by another of his kind. They merely stood and watched, seemingly having no no​tion of what to do to render assis​tance.

Farcson rolled and winced. He had to do something, he couldn’t stay here like this. He had to get his coat back, he had to find the thief. He had to do something about his leg, had to . . . “You fel​lows.” He felt in his weskit pockets, the pockets of his breeches. His fob-watch, snuffbox, purse, pis​tol—all were gone. Quickly he fumbled inside his shirt and gasped his relief to discover his money belt, his main supply, intact.

He groped a flap open, secured a coin, a gold piece, copy of a George III guinea, artificially worn. “Here, I want you to notify . . . the sheriff. And . . . And you had better help me to get to a doctor. Do you understand?”
The reward effectively translated their contemplation into interest, and the pair, under direction, helped get him upright.

They were too clumsy, perhaps too eager. The supported Farcson barely hopped a dozen aided steps before passing out again to the washing agony.

Farcson never knew how he cov​ered the two miles to Hemel Hemp​stead. It was just as well that he did not.

He came to again on a hard lumpy cot in a small low-ceilinged room. A woman in voluminous folds of dark brown cloth gave him immediate attention. “There, zur, has sent for Parson we has. Nasty fall you must have had, zur. Par​son will know what to do.” She seemed very worried.

Farcson plucked at the blanket that covered him. He glanced about his surroundings. By no means the most salubrious of re​sorts. Yes, she could well be put out by having so to entertain “gen​try.” His leg was giving him hell. He searched for his money belt. He still had it. “Where’s the doctor?”
“There be no doctor here, zur,” she said, readily prepared to be​come agitated. “I’ll see if un’s coming.” And before he could stay her she turned and left.

What a predicament. He stared at the wall, the dirt floor. What the devil best to do? He just had to re​cover his coat.

He eased his muscles, fighting to keep calm, to ignore the monstrous ache, to endeavor to think in or​derly fashion. In the pocket of his coat was medication against just such a contingency as this. How effective would his ordinary shots be? And for how long?

He noticed an itching on his arm, turned out his sleeve. Errgh! A couple of bugs!

“I must have my coat,” Farcson stated with all the firmness he could muster. “It contains valuable possessions which are of great im​portance to me.”
“Surely, surely,” the parson said. He smiled. He seemed an amiable enough person, but his teeth were yellow and the dustiness of his faded black merged suspiciously well with the aspect of his hands and features. “They shall be told in St. Albans, and likely the miscreant will be apprehended before long. A blue coat, was it not?”
“Yes, a blue coat. A dark blue, with silver trimming, a wide collar, three large silver buttons, lined with , . . with . . .”—how could he describe iridescent radweve— “shining bronze cloth.”
“Yes. The constable shall be in​formed.   The   rascal will not get far.” The yellow teeth again stood revealed. “Also, to be sure, your horse will soon be found. Now, you have taken a nasty tumble, I hear. May I,” and he reached for the blanket, “perhaps be of service in the meantime?”
“Horse? What . . . ?” Farcson caught himself. It was as good as anything. “Yes, horse. Waylaid. Naturally. But it’s my coat . . . Here, what are you doing?”
“Hm-m-m?” The parson peered at the leg. “Oh dear. Very unpleas​ant.” His stubby-fingered hands reached to grip and feel.

“Aaaaaah! Leave it alone, you fool! You’re not a doctor, are you?”
The parson released his hold and took a step back. “Your pardon, sir. I thought only to be of aid. I have some local repute for the suc​cess of my bone-setting. I only . . .”
“I want a doctor, a proper doc​tor!” Farcson roared. “There must be a doctor here somewhere.”
The parson nodded swift agree​ment. “St. Albans, sir. Would you have us fetch him?”
“Yes, I would. Get him here as fast as you can. Tell him what it’s for. I want a doctor, dammit, a doctor!”
“Very good, sir.” With a last glance at the leg, the parson smiled again and backed deferentially away.

“And don’t forget my blue coat! See that they pursue the matter right away!”
“Yes, sir, at once. We’ll have the doctor here before evening.”
The parson departed.

Before evening? Farcson judged the daylight. For Pete’s sake, how long did it take a doctor to come a few miles?

The woman of the cottage brought him a bowl of broth. Farc​son looked with disfavor upon both the brew and the blackened wooden spoon he was required to eat it with. His absent appetite was not titillated. He refused the food as kindly as he was able. He felt hot and his mind seethed. Unreality began to crowd him. It was not real. No first-aid, no ambulance, no telephone. He shivered. He was still in shock. These people had no idea, no organization. A grubby parson ready to set his bones just like that! Farcson shuddered at the memory. And he knew trepidation for his future. How badly he needed his emergency kit now. . .

The lady ducked her head to en​ter the small room, and the woman of the cottage fluttered before her, very obsequiously. “The doctor be coming, be sent for, Mistress Char​lotte. His will it is.”
The lady disdained her to give Farcson undivided appraisal.

“You are a gentleman, ob​viously,” she decided. She visibly unbent. “You have been cruelly robbed, we are told. These foolish people had not the wit to bring you straightway to the Manor where there are quarters more to your comfort and standing.”
Farcson shrugged. “They did the best they could, I suppose.” The lady, for all her apparent finery and piled hair, made little better impression upon him than had the parson. Admittedly the strength of her perfume rendered a service to the atmosphere, but her powder, and her makeup, was atrociously heavy, and the lack of dry-cleaning facilities evident. He estimated that she could not be above thirty. “In my distress I was in no condition to advise them or protest.”
“Of course.” She bent her head. “And you were on your way to . . . ?” she queried politely.

It was ludicrous, party chitchat with some small-time local bigwig’s wife. With effort Farcson in​troduced himself. “Your pardon, ma’am, for my poor manners. I am Captain Farcson, Roger Farcson, of the East India Company’s mer​chantman, Rajpalmur.”
“Really?” This made her eyes sparkle and kindled her interest im​mensely. “My husband, Squire Pentforsthen, would greatly appre​ciate the pleasure of your com​pany, I am sure.” And in a mo​ment she took control. “It is not meet that one of your breeding should so be neglected. The oafs here have not an eye in their heads. We cannot have your injury aggra​vated by this hovel. I shall see to it directly, Captain, that you are removed to more agreeable surround​ings.”
Farcson blinked. “No, look. I’m expecting the doctor . . .”
“He shall be apprised of your whereabouts, never fear, Captain. Now, just excuse me, if you please, and I will go to make the arrange​ments.”
And before Farcson could pro​test, she inclined her head to favor him with sweetness, and was gone.

It was hell, it was madness. Two servants came to collect Farcson and why or how he ever suffered them to pick him up he never knew. As roughly gentle as they might be, his leg was torture at ev​ery movement. He gritted his teeth to keep from screaming. It was in​sane, it made no sense, had they no thought or feeling at all?

The carriage, no doubt an ex​cellent one of its vintage, was pur​gatory for a wounded man. Cram​ped on his back upon the thinly-padded rear seat, Farcson stared upwards and helplessly prayed for his travail to end.

The vehicle lurched and rocked and jarred, and the short journey seemed interminable. He was only dimly aware of arriving, could only moan and weep at his failure to be less than semiconscious as they raised him and bore him into the large house.

The bed had sheets—not too clean sheets, but sheets. Perhaps it was just the oil light. And the mat​tress was deep and soft. The room was papered, well but not expertly, and not too recently. The place was over-furnished but seemed tidy enough, and yet . . . No vacuum-cleaners, shampoos, vinyl. Farcson was sure he had fleas. Or lice. And no insecticides.

“Not hungry, Captain?” the squire asked. A large, gruff man, he seemed to wear a perpetual frown.

Farcson ran a dry tongue over his lips. “No. Thank you.” He was getting a floating sensation. Strange, or a captain? What could he do? He heard the clink of glass.

The squire approached, tendered a tumbler. “You’ll need to get some of this into you, Captain.”
Farcson took the glass. Yes. Yes, of course. Brandy. A good idea. A very good idea. Farcson tasted, swallowed, gulped, nearly choked. He coughed and spluttered and the squire refilled his glass.

“Quite a way from the sea, Cap​tain.”
Farcson got his breath. “Yes.” He took a good sip from the replen​ishment. “My ship is being ca​reened in London and I took the opportunity to go visit an old friend in Northampton.”
“Aye. And you saw, not the rogue who set upon you, eh?”
Farcson was torn between the desire to drink himself blind, and the need to retain a measure of sobriety for self-protection. “No, I did not. One moment I was well, and the next unconscious.”
“Fecks! That such a thing should happen in my parish.” The squire shook his head. “They will lay hold upon the villain soon, I feel sure of that.”
“I sincerely hope so,” Farcson said.

Wise in the ways of folk-medi​cine, the squire said, “Come on now, Captain, have just a little more brandy, eh? The smuggler’s best it is . . .”
Dr. Judwick was not in the best of tempers. Farcson, bleary-eyed, had still not drunk sufficient to de​feat a welling horror. This was a doctor?
The covers thrown back, the professed medic bent to examine the twisted leg. His powdered wig sprinkled flour, his unwashed fingers delved. It was a nightmare. Wildly Farcson clutched at the bed, assailed by a dreadful nausea. No hope.

The parson was here, the vil​lage blacksmith, as though straight from his forge, was here, and the squire himself.

Bubbling to the surface of his mind, he repeated, louder now, yel​ling, “Hygiene! God, have you no conception at all? Antiseptic, use brandy, use brandy! Anesthetics, don’t you know? Get me my coat, my coat, my blue coat! No! No! NO! ...”
Farcson awoke. He immediately wondered wherefrom had come the strength that enabled him to raise his eyelids. He felt drained, wasted, a pair of live eyeballs resting on a steady throb of pain. It was not possible. Surely such crudeness was not possible.

He gazed in stunned blankness for a very long time.

They fed him and, dubious as he was of the food, sheer hunger drove him to eat. Chicken, if it was chicken, held a flavor that he had never before encountered. Meat dishes came unsuccessfully, if richly, spiced, and once came fish heavily disguised with strong herbal seasoning. It was summer and many perishables did not keep too well. Farcson was sure that he was being poisoned by every mouthful.

Three days later he was still wearing the lace shirt that he had been wearing when discovered. Was still wearing his socks. Was still wearing his breeches, one leg ripped away to be replaced by an unbleached canvas bandage, pad​ding and rough wooden splints.

His condition did not much im​prove. A manservant tended his wants, and was surprised by his in​sistence upon being thoroughly washed and supplied with fresh linen. Farcson also imposed his will that the vermin in the bed be at​tacked and diminished. His leg gave him hell. At times his head swam with weakness, but he somehow drew upon his inner reserve and hung on. And that, he knew, was all that he was doing, hanging on.

His money belt he clung to as unostentatiously as possible. He offered his hosts ten guineas, which were graciously accepted. His gold, at least, here seemed safe.

Farcson’s leg pulsed. He adopted a front of what fortitude he could contrive, betimes even recounted satisfying fragments of his sea ca​reer, adventures lifted whole from Hornblower. He expended coin upon brandy, shared it with the squire, surreptitiously poured quan​tities over his leg. He became very afraid.

The conditioning of civ​ilization—wait for the doctor. He should have dressed his own wound, should sternly have di​rected the setting himself. While shrieking in agony? Shock, cursed shock. He should have known bet​ter. Now? Now it was too late. The bile came to his throat and he knew it was too late—unless his coat was found.

The doctor, as requested, and to collect his fee of fifteen-and-a-half guineas, came to see his patient again in a week. The bandages were removed. Confirmed knowl​edge in a second visible, and his fear numbed him and nearly melted his mind.

The smell was not just brandy. He had gangrene.

He was swept with intermittent high fever, curiously lucid, cu​riously often making him feel spec​tator to his own dilemma. Three points, that came to be a triangle in his mind, became fixed as keys. His blue coat, he had to get his blue coat. His money, at all costs he had to guard the money that he had. This was a dream, a bad dream, a very, very bad dream.

The journey to St. Albans Hos​pital took an incredible eternity. After ages and ages of patient-thoughtful walking-pace bouncing and swaying, the carriage stopped. Farcson weakly raised himself. They were at an inn. There was a string of small cottages. Surely, he told himself, this was not St. Al​bans?

It was not St. Albans. The pause was at the halfway mark of Lever-stock Green. The hospital was a good four miles farther.

Farcson sagged. Halfway! It was unbelievable.

He refused, after one sip, the tankard of warm ale that he was offered. He was doomed. He knew that he was doomed. No one cared. Mistress Charlotte had tendered sympathy, but had been dis​appointed by his continued physical debilitation and his over-fussy and ungallantly-clear self-concern.
The driver drank Farcson’s ale with relish, and in a little while the progress to St. Albans was re​sumed.

Had Farcson had the means, there was no doubt that he would seriously have contemplated sui​cide. How he endured the frightful bumps and jerks that marked every yard of the way he could not imag​ine. That flesh and blood could sur​vive such prolonged torment did not seem creditable. Oblivion would not take him, and when they entered the town at last, it was to be shivered over cobblestones and garbage, and to have his nostrils assaulted by indescribable odors.
He sat propped in a corner of the carriage, appalled by what he saw. It was a careless squalor, the street virtually an open sewer, flies swarming, and bakers and butchers open-fronted, confectioners touting their wares apparently unmindful of the filth that surrounded them.

It was a dream, a very, very bad dream. Clip-squish-thup-clop, the wheels squelching, stirring, carry​ing on their spokes, carrying Farc​son to needed medical attention.
“Come, come, you are a naval man, not a doctor, and you do not profess, do you, sir, to know better than I the treatment in such mat​ters?” The surgeon’s tone had a su​perior edge.

“Dr. Wenstead is one of the finest and fastest surgeons in the country, a man of unparalleled ex​perience,” Dr. Judwick assured his eccentric but gold-bearing client. “He was with our army on the Continent for five years from ‘56,  and there are few in the land who can claim like skill and com​petence.”
“Ether,” Farcson repeated. “Ether on a pad. And alcohol for sterilization, your instruments, your hands. Soap, scrub—can you get some carbolic? You must un​derstand! It’s vital for everybody. A muslin mask for the face—boil your instruments if you like, and boil all the cloths used.” Farcson implored with his eyes. “It is vitally necessary, you must believe me!”
“Boil my instruments?” Dr. Wenstead seemed first amused, then irritated. “Like vegetables, sir? Never have I heard such rigma​role,” he scoffed. “Really, Captain, your imagination does you credit. This is, I can suppose, some super​stitious nonsense that you have ac​quired over your many voyages.”
“It’s true,” Farcson panted des​perately. “Medical hygiene is of paramount importance. Cleanliness and the maximum antiseptic condi​tions are essential. You must at all times . . .”
“Tush,” the surgeon interrupted impatiently, “would you teach me my business, Captain? Would you not take offense if I, a landlubber, were to tell you how to run your ship? Sir, it is plain to me that you verge upon delirium. I understand the symptoms well. The humor of melancholy alternating too harshly with that of choler.” His eyes darkly pierced. “You must have courage, sir, and endeavor to comport yourself as  befits  a man of your station.”
The two doctors then withdrew, now pointedly disregarding the frantic pleadings of their highly nervous patient. Excuses, fantasy, begging, dementia, these things were not unusual, were, in fact, the rule. Which brought Farcson very close to tears.

Farcson did weep. His blue coat. It really was his blue coat. His hands trembled as he took it.
“The scoundrel sold it in Luton, Captain,” the constable said, “but the likes of he and such a fine coat bide ill together, and the rogue was not far gone before we had laid him by the heels.”
“Good. Good.” Farcson’s relief was so great that it hindered his ex​amination of the coat. The coat did not seem damaged. The sleeves, cuffs, collar, the lining, all were in​tact, unspoilt. Which meant that the circuitry within should still be in sound order. But the pockets were empty. “The power-pac,” Farcson muttered. Then louder, “The power-pac, the power-pac! It’s been taken out! Where’s the power-pac?”
“Your pardon, sir?” the con​stable queried. He produced the fob-watch. “We have your time​piece . . .”
“No, no, the power-pac, it’s been torn from its connections.” Farc​son flopped against his pillow and fretted. So near! How  to explain. “There is a flat container. It is about so big,” his hands described, “slim, like a leather pouch. It . . . It is very important that I get it back. It . . . contains a document, a treaty . . . that I have to take back to India. A peace treaty be​tween a ... a Maharajah and Pitt himself.”
“Ah.” The constable was suit​ably impressed. “We shall obtain the information where this was dis​posed, Captain, never fear. Like a leather pouch it is?”
“Yes.” Farcson debated, weighed swiftly. “And here, the reward offered for the coat.” He dug twenty guineas from his store. “A like sum will be paid for the return of the wallet, unbroken and in good condition.” To hell with the psychological imprudence of offering disproportionate recom​pense. “You may keep the watch.” He had another thought and held up a hand. “There will be an extra five guineas if this is returned to me by midnight tomorrow, and ten if before midnight tonight.”
The constable’s eyes flashed. He pocketed the watch. “Captain, it will be in your hands before you know the where of it.”
“I hope so,” Farcson said fer​vently. “I hope so.”
The constable did not linger.
3:00 p.m.

Farcson was spent. He had ar​gued, appealed, adamantly denied and refused. It made no difference. His declamations were accepted as being in the common course of events. Lamentation, in all degrees and variety, here ever beat upon the ears. Farcson was, familiarly, mortally afraid, and as a con​sequence he raved. Not at all a rare occurrence and quite under​standable. One might have wished a more stoic response from such a man, but these things did ever dis​cover the true caliber, reveal the true fiber, of a person.

Farcson refused to drink, but had not the power to resist when the liquor was forced between his lips. From far away he heard a bell insistently clanging, and they came for him.

They carried him, carried him, and he was glazed and dumb with fright, and they took him into a room and they placed him upon a plain, dark, unpolished table. And he stared up, and about him, and his heart thudded like to burst from his chest, and he saw Surgeon Wenstead, grim visaged, wearing an apron caked, caked with blood, and Farcson stifled, goggled, strove to rise, his lungs exploding to fling a scream.

No other signal was needed. The hands summoned by the bell pounced to grasp Farcson, to firmly quell him to impotence and hold him still.

In the lamplight Farcson had the grayness of death. The constable was on tenterhooks. In a few minutes it would be midnight and five guineas hung in the balance. The galloping and lathering he had done this day!

He shook Farcson’s shoulder. Tomorrow the sick man could be dead altogether, and what would happen to the reward then? “Cap​tain, the box is here.”
Farcson’s eyes flickered open. They held no recognition or focus.

“Your case is here, Captain, see? Is not this that which you wanted? Captain? Recovered this self-same day. Captain?”
Where seemed no chance of (lame, a tiny spark glowed in the burnt-out eyes. “Yes?” It was a whisper of breath that queried hope.

The constable eagerly held it for​ward before his eyes. “Is this not it? Not only that, but the thief was given mind to tell of this package also, and . . . and of your snuffbox.”
Sight of the articles wakened Farcson to what animation he was capable. Could it possibly be? Sapped and shaky, he reached for the things, took the power-pac, turned it over and around. The tough plastung case held score-marks from attack, but had not been irretrievably battered. There was good chance that it was still fully functional.

Farcson next seized his medications roll. His fingers fumbled. The constable waited, watching closely. He saw nothing futuristic about the pills, the little wooden tubs of oint​ment. The difference from common apothecaries’ wares lay hidden in the content.

The kit had been tampered, sam​pled, but held what Farcson badly needed. Trembling, he selected two pills, and a third. A carafe of part-dilute brandy was by his cot; he knocked it over; was aided to drink by the constable; he swallowed the pills.

For a long minute, two, he waited for the drugs to take effect. They listened to the wails and groans that were a constant feature of the night. There was that of the inexpressibly weird in attaining ra​tionality in such a place, at such a time, to realize. A frail pool of yel​low light. The constable reeked.

Farcson began to feel better, the fogginess in his mind clearing, the deathly drain on his resources halted and reversed. His voice re​gained a measure of strength. “Good. Thank God.” There was a chance, a chance to be taken now, or he was finished. Now, or he would die, of that he was sure. “Thank you very much.” His smile was grotesque. “You may keep the snuffbox.”
The constable was gratified, and was pleased that instinct had prompted him to eschew company. He waited for the rest.

Farcson thought—if it did not work, then he was as a dead man. While his fragile strength was briefly boosted . .   “You   have been very kind,” he said. “Can I prevail upon you to assist me fur​ther? My blue coat, please.” He tried to banish the quaver of des​peration from his voice.

The coat was lifted down from nearby. “Now, this may sound very foolish to you, the absurd behavior of an idiotic man, but if you help me, and do exactly as I say, fifty guineas will be given to you . . .”
The blue coat formed a tent, and Farcson crouched beneath it. The stump of his leg hammered. Ex​haustion washed him and the rem​nants of drugs fought dwindlingly to prevent him from collapse. His thoughts plodded, each an effort. Had the constable pressed the studs on the collar to join correctly and securely? Were the connecting but​tons down the front all properly aligned and latched? Was the power-pac truly undamaged, hooked in precisely, still capable of releasing its energy in one in​stantaneous flash? Was . . .

Groggy, sunk, wavering on the brink of a void. Did it matter? Did anything matter any more? Too late to test. There was no time.

The blue coat scarcely flickered before their eyes. Farcson had gone and had returned in a moment. The needles dropped back from recording the brief sustainment of a peak of power.

They waited for absolute zero, to check out that the field was negative. Had it flickered or not? Had Farcson gone or not? Was it an il​lusion, or had it really worked?
Farcson appeared to be in no hurry to show himself.

He was in a hospital. He looked ten years older, and his colleagues found it difficult to credit that he had lived a bare two weeks Other-time.

“You have all you want?” Dr. Bracknell asked.

“Yes. Oh yes, I have now,” Farc​son said. Crackling crisp sheets, the smell of pine in the air, clinical spotlessness, oranges, grapes, in a bowl. “This, believe me, is bliss. This is heaven. Peace, sanity, com​passion, home.” He sighed. “I feel . . . happy. I can’t tell you . . . the happiness . . . what it’s like. You don’t know. You just cannot know.”
“And so,” Professor White said, somewhat ruefully, “after all you went through, you never did get around to going down to meet the great Sam Johnson.”
“What? Sam . . . ?” Farcson was surprised. “Why, no.” He re​called a forgotten memory, and he smiled. “No.” His smile broadened. He chuckled. He laughed. “No, I never did get to see Dr. Johnson,” he sputtered, and his laughter in​creased. Somehow, at once, this fact seemed to become incredibly funny. And Farcson laughed till his sides ached and he bordered on hysteria.  ■

