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So far all had gone according to plan. The boat was moored at Santa Margherita and Max Fame could relax. He knew this part of Italy well—had fought alongside the partisans up in the mountains. But suddenly the unexpected began to happen: a stunning blonde just invited herself on board and moved in; the new owner of Max’s boat—a rich man by any standards—goes missing; and then there was the man with the gun in the middle of the night. Max killed him, but the violence had only just begun.
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This book is dedicated to my grandparents, Albert Edward and Mary Bailey. They are long since dead, but it’s to mark their many years of gentleness and kindness to me when I was a boy.


Although nothing was ever expected, I know in retrospect that I gave far too little back.





 


In Santa Margherita


Where All The Girls Are Sweeter


Old Song




Chapter 1


The girl perched on the bar stool had performed a small miracle. At six o’clock on any evening the Bar di Corso was loud with the sagas of deals done, bargains struck, and the latest jokes about the Vatican. But now, apart from a shifting of uneasy backsides on rickety chairs and a deal of heavy breathing, the place was silent. The Bar di Corso was not a place frequented by women. It wasn’t intended for women. Not that it wasn’t perfectly respectable, but no woman had ever drunk there in twenty years. So any girl would have generated enough astonishment to halve the noise level, but this one had brought the place to a silent standstill. She had asked for a whisky and when an astonished padrone had admitted this basic lack she’d settled for a brandy. Every eye had been on her glass as she took the first slug. From then on they’d stayed on her. She was in her early twenties with long blonde hair and a face that was so beautiful that nothing more was needed. But nature so often overdoes things and her thin cotton shirt did nothing to conceal the full breasts with their visibly genuine tips. And the tight blue faded jeans clung to the long curving thighs till her smooth shapely calves were revealed where the jeans had been cut just below her knees. As far as the girl was concerned, she could have been unaware of the devastation she had caused, except that having taken the rest of her drink in one easy throw she bent down for a canvas duffle bag and walked slowly to the door and turned towards the line of hotels. But if you’re unaware you don’t need to give the boys that extra swish of an already gorgeous backside.


Then, as if the good Lord had pressed a switch, there was the thunder of two dozen Italian men registering their disbelief and appreciation. The consensus had it that she was un’ Americana. And then they got down to the wondrous details. Scientific studies show that four witnesses to an event cannot give an accurate description of what went on. But the Bar di Corso buried that theory deep, and for ever. Nobody’d missed a thing and they could describe it all in prose or poetry, with metric measurements.


I waited another half-hour for Mario and then wandered along to the fish market, bought a couple of plaice and headed for the boat.


She was a thirty-foot Fjord, built in Norway, with two hefty Volvo diesels, and I’d sold her to a man in the rag-trade. Part of the deal was that I delivered her from Chichester to Santa Margherita. I’d brought a bottle for the harbour master and that got me an alongside berth and saved me the trouble of using the dinghy. It was going to take me a week to spruce her up. The pulpit and stanchions were encrusted with salt and the GRP hull and super-structure were grey instead of white. The lifting mechanism on the port engine had jammed and the VHF radio needed a new crystal. My faded red ensign would go back with me. The new owner belonged to one of the fancy yacht clubs and used a blue ensign. And kept it up all night. He was bringing it with him when he handed over his present gin-palace that wasn’t seaworthy beyond Canvey Island.


If it wasn’t for the hotels and the mayor, you wouldn’t even be able to call Santa Margherita a town. They used to bring in the holiday-makers in Short Sunderlands that landed right in the bay. But now you have to use the train or the coast bus from Genova, so it’s become more exclusive, and they arrive with Mercs, Rolls-Royces or Jags. This was the sixth boat I’d brought to Santa Margherita and, with a month on leave here at the end of the war, I felt like an old China hand.


Nearly an hour later somebody called my name and I came up out of the saloon. It was Mario and he looked like something out of The Great Gatsby. A dark jacket with gilt buttons, white slacks and a pair of white and tan co-respondent’s shoes. A tribute to the British way of life. He settled himself down in one of the chairs on the after-deck, beaming his big Italian smile. I’d been liaison officer to his group of partisans near La Spezia in the days when Special Operations Executive supplied the arms and know-how, and called the tune.


When I’d poured him a drink, he patted the teak bulkhead.


‘This all yours, Max?’


‘This is the one I sold to Dixon. The guy I put in touch with you.’


Mario was ship’s husband to almost everything that sailed into Santa Margherita and Portofino. He’d got a piece of most of the marine action on that bit of coast. But he claimed it with charm and amiability, and even at fifty-five he looked younger than most men of thirty. His thick black curly hair was wiry and sprinkled with grey, and he had an old-fashioned Fairbanks-type moustache. And the grin with the big white horse’s teeth still did things for the girls.


‘There’s a German guy staying at the Lido. He wants a Chris Craft or a Grand Banks. Maybe you help him?’


‘What size does he want?’


‘Thirty foot or thirty-five. Petrol or diesel he not mind.’


‘OK, I can fix him up.’


He smiled and started to lift his glass and then something on the quay caught his eye. He slowly put the glass back on the chart-table. The saloon door blocked my view so I stayed put. Even when he said, ‘Mamma mia! Che bella ragazza, che carena. Guardi la figura e le gambe. …’


When he was half-way down the bill of fare I pushed the louvred door aside with my foot. It was the young blonde from the café. When she saw me, she bent down and the long blonde hair touched her knees.


‘Are you the Englishman?’


‘What Englishman?’


‘Can you give me a bunk for the night? I’ll pay.’


One rule I have, I don’t make a quick buck with a client’s boat. A hundred dollars for a day’s unmentioned charter can lose you a whole line of boat sales. But the trim young blonde was a lovely, and maybe she could cook more than fish fingers.


‘Can you cook?’


The long blonde hair shook in slow motion like a TV shampoo ad.


‘No, mister. No can do.’


‘Why not fix a motel room, sweetie? The old lady at the beach kiosk will do you a room cheap.’


She squinted at me with one grey eye as the low sun shone on her face. Then she sighed and stood up slowly and reached for the duffle bag. She looked very young, and her wrists were vulnerable and slender like the stalks of daffodils. She was turning away when I called out.


‘Come down and have a drink.’


She slipped off her sandals and stepped on to the slotted plank that led from the quayside to the boat. There was almost no movement because I’d warped her tight and the girl hopped down on to the seat cushion and then down to the teak grating of the after-deck. She reached over to the quay for the duffle bag and Mario did his stuff and swung it down for her. Then with a broad grin he stepped down on to the plank and stood on the quay and waved.


‘Ciao, Max, a domani – a la dieci.’


The girl sat in the flowered chair with one foot on the canvas bag and she leaned down to clean the dirt and sand from her bare feet. I went down in the saloon and poured her a whisky. When she’d had the first sip, I started.


‘What’s your name, honey?’


She answered without looking up.


‘Tammy.’


‘Tammy what?’


‘Just Tammy.’


And then she did look up.


‘Which d’you want, a screw or the story of my life?’


I looked at the pretty face. Her big grey eyes were the colour of sliced gooseberries. There were flecks in them but I couldn’t make out the colour of these. Her nose was neat with smooth nostrils, and her mouth was wide with full soft lips. She didn’t blink under the stare or turn her face away.


‘Which would you prefer, Tammy, baked beans or fried eggs?’


And when she smiled I felt foolishly pleased.


‘Beans on toast?’


‘On toast it is. Grab your bag and come on down.’


I fished down in the bilge for a tin. There was just one left with a label and that was chilli con carne. I opened three before I hit the jackpot. I’m good at beans. I’ve had plenty of practice. For me it’s ‘Give us this day our daily beans’. There was still a slab of Sainsbury’s Normandy butter and I topped off with a good slice. She ate like she was still at school, while I made two cups of instant coffee.


The foam seats each side of the saloon table were comfortable and as I settled on the other side she leaned back and stretched out those long legs. She looked around the saloon without much interest. I offered her a cigarette but she shook her head, and her hair did it all over again.


‘What made you come to this boat?’


She looked at me for quite a time before she spoke.


‘I was scared.’


‘What of?’


‘I don’t really know. I’d made some arrangements and something went wrong. Can I stay here for a couple of days?’


She wasn’t going to answer anything, but it didn’t really matter.


‘Sure.’


I played her Scrabble for two hours and she played dirty. Put down ‘ax’ as a word, and when I challenged her, there it was in my Chambers’ Twentieth Century. A girl who would do that needs watching. When the pieces were all crammed up in one corner we called it a day. As I was putting it all away she said, ‘A lot of people here seem to know you. You sell boats, don’t you?’


‘Yep. Sell ’em and buy ’em. To me I always seem to be buying but I guess to the rest of the world it seems like I’m only selling. They’re the next best thing to …’ and I stopped. But I couldn’t think of a realistic alternative. She was smiling so I got back on top again and said, ‘You like to go for a stroll before you turn in?’


And suddenly it was like having a daughter. The slugger down of brandy was all excitement at going for a walk. I held her hand as we negotiated the plank to the quay because there was a slight swell now and it seemed natural to keep on holding it as we walked towards the lights. When we got to the street there were lights in the line of trees and I whistled up Giovanni and his carrozza. He trotted us down to Portofino. We had gelati and black coffee and were back at the boat about eleven.


As we went down the companionway to the saloon she had her hands on my shoulder. The boat was rocking slightly as we stood at the bottom of the steps and when I turned round and looked at her face the big goosegog eyes knew exactly what I was thinking and they weren’t saying no. I thought hard of graveyards and terrible wounds and kissed her cheek. Then back in command.


‘OK, Tammy. The for’ard bunk is yours. I’m going to be outside in the nice fresh air.’ And the silly bitch said, ‘OK captain, whatever you say.’


I closed the two doors and settled down in a sleeping bag on the after-deck. For about twenty minutes I kept one ear in the fresh air in case she came wandering out to snuggle down with me like they do in books. But it was just me and the mosquitos. Ten minutes trying not to think about what the machinery would look like without the shirt and jeans. And then half an hour thinking about it with no inhibitions and in glorious Technicolour. By then she was snoring and not like a baby either. More like a drunken scrum-half.




Chapter 2


The wind must have backed in the night because at three in the morning the boat was snatching at the mooring. It took fifteen minutes to adjust the mooring lines and put on a couple of springs. There were lights on some other boats where the hired hands were doing their stuff.


When I’d finished I went up on to the quay to check the fenders. It was very dark and I leaned over carefully to lengthen the fender ropes till they were holding off the rubbing strake from the wall. I stood up and stepped back to check the ropes on the bollard. A hard-edged voice said, ‘Don’t move, mister, just freeze,’ and a gun jerked at the bottom of my back. He must have been standing in the shadow of the wall, waiting for me. I leaned back very slightly and my backbone touched the muzzle immediately. Shoving a gun against somebody’s back is not a very bright thing to do unless you’re dealing with amateurs. Guns aimed at backs should be more than an arm’s length away. ‘Just walk down there, Mac, and go very slow.’ He used the gun to punctuate and I took three paces, rolled round his hand, locked his arm and gave him what the judo boys call a ‘reap’ and his arm cracked loudly as he went down on his back. With his good arm he grabbed my legs and I went with him, one knee in his groin and the other in his belly. As I went for his throat I missed and he rolled. With a broken arm that was a mistake, and I shoved both my hands under his jaw and linked my fingers as I pulled his head back. When the intelligence group at Beaulieu taught you how to kill men without making a noise they did just that. And I pulled against the fulcrum of my knee and his body shuddered as the spinal cord was trapped and then severed by the bones. They didn’t tell you how to do anything short of killing. Two of the fingers on my left hand were dislocated and hanging in the wrong direction and my right eye was closed. There was warm blood coming from somewhere on my head. And my heart was beating so fast that I couldn’t get off his back. Then Tammy was there, white-faced and shaking.


‘My God, Max, what’s happened?’ and I stood up unsteadily and she held me upright. There was a thumping like big diesels in my head but the fog was clearing. When I could speak, I waved her to the ladder.


‘Tammy, go down in the saloon. Put the key on your side and lock the doors. Don’t answer or let anyone in except me. I’ll knock the V sign for you – you know, da-da-da-daa, like in the war.’


‘What are you going to do, Max? God, look at your fingers – and your face.’


‘I’m going for the police but I want a look at my friend first. Now, do as I tell you – quickly.’


I rolled the man over on to his back. He was about six feet, well-built, balding, with thin black hair. His eyes were open but the damage to his nervous system had turned his pupils up into his head. His hands were rough and calloused. He was about forty to forty-five. I’d seen faces like his all round the world. They were the muscle boys for top crooks. But they relied on surprise and guns and their combination of brute force and brute brains left them at a disadvantage with anyone who was trained. They were beaters-up, not fighters. This boy had too many chins and too much paunch.


There were the usual odds and ends in his pocket but the inside jacket pocket had a letter and a thick wallet held together by a wide elastic garter. I dragged him into the shadow of the stone wall and went slowly, one-handed, down the ladder to the boat. I did the old ‘V’ sign and Tammy opened up. I had a double whisky and it took me ten sweating minutes to get my fingers back into their sockets. They went in easily enough but the internal swelling made them loose. I taped all the fingers of that hand into a solid pad.


In the wallet was £180 in sterling notes, a couple of pornographic photographs, a driving licence for Montague C. Dodds, a cutting from the racing page of the Daily Mirror and the return half of a train ticket from Milan.


The envelope was thin brown manilla and typed on the front was ‘Personal to P. S. Dixon.’ I put the electric kettle on and slid a table knife under the flap as it eased open in the steam. I laid the flap back and let it dry before I took out the letter which was typed on good white paper. It said;


We saw it coming Dixon. You’re not that good. Give the details to Monty. Don’t play games.


D.T.


I kept the letter and cutting from the Daily Mirror and stuffed the odds and ends and the wallet back in his jacket. Then I reported to the questura and they weren’t as thrilled as I’d expected. They took photographs and measurements and popped things into plastic bags. They took a statement from me and from Tammy and then they went. No warnings about not leaving the country or threats of arrest. It seemed that even in Santa Margherita they’d done it before. I didn’t mention the letter to the police.


It was two in the morning when I got back to Tammy. We chatted round the evening minus Monty and then she suddenly said,


‘Why’d you have to kill him, Max?’


‘I don’t like guys who pull guns on me, honey.’


‘But you could have taken the gun off him.’


‘Look, my love, if people put a gun in my back then what happens afterwards is their worry.’


‘But you could have knocked him out or something.’


‘I don’t know how to knock men out who put guns in my back. But I do know how to kill ’em.’


‘Why do you think he was here?’


I shook my head to add conviction to the lie.


‘I’ve no idea, honey. Maybe he was just thieving. Where there’s boats you often get this. They pick up radios and compasses. I’ve known them go down a line of boats and strip them, outboard engines and all.’


She didn’t look entirely convinced but I left it at that. One thing was for sure. Whatever Dixon might think, I was going to pay a little visit to the bastards who had sent Montague Dodds down to Santa Margherita with a gun. There must be a bit of Israeli blood somewhere in my bloodstream. My motto is an eye for an eye. If you don’t hit them back, they might try it again.


There wasn’t much moon but up on the hill at the back of the town you could see the white fronts of some of the big villas, pale and ghostly in the quiet darkness. The only noise was the quick slapping of the waves against the boat’s smooth hull.


I didn’t wake until after seven and there was no noise from the saloon. I’d got some gear at Mario’s place and I changed while he brewed up some tea. He’d been hooked ever since I brought him some Tetley’s tea bags last year.


‘Who’s the German who wants a boat, Mario?’


‘Herr Paulos. Makes office equipment in Frankfurt. Taken a villa by the old bridge.’


‘What’s he got to trade-in?’


‘Nothing – it’s a clean deal.’


‘Does he want a marine mortgage?’


‘No. He pay cash in dollars or Deutsch Mark.’


‘Is that Meakes Sea Lion at Camogli still for sale?’


‘Yeah, but the widow’s too greedy, she wants forty thousand dollars. Too much money, Max. You make no profit on that.’


The widow and the Sea Lion took nearly two hours. Mario was wrong. It was in good nick but a year’s weather had made it scruffy. I took an option on it for twenty-four hours at thirty-five thousand dollars and walked to the German’s villa. It was getting hot. I looked at my sweaty wrist. It was nearly 11.30.


Herr Paulos was in his fifties. Not what I expected. Calm, sophisticated and not given to the rituals of business deals. I told him about the Sea Lion and he didn’t go through the jazz of pretending not to be interested.


He stuffed a cigarette into a long cane holder and then looked over at me as he leaned back.


‘You speak very good German, Mr Fame. Was it the war?’


‘Partly. Mainly a German mother.’


He nodded. ‘Well, what’s the deal?’


‘I’ve got an option on her at thirty-five thousand dollars. It will take ten days to get her into shape. Say another thousand, and allow a couple of thousand for replacements, that brings her up to thirty-eight. I should want six on top of that so that’s forty-four thousand. Have a year with her and if you’re not happy I’ll sell her for you next year at the same figure less my ten per cent.’


‘What about a survey?’


‘I always advise clients to have a survey. Protects us both. I’m not a qualified marine surveyor but I know boats. She’s OK. You could take her out now but she doesn’t look as good as she could.’


He stood up. ‘Which would you prefer? Cash or irrevocable letter of credit?’


‘Half-and-half would suit me.’


Twenty-two thousand dollars doesn’t take up as much space as you’d think. Not even in hundred-dollar bills, but it’s got a nice feel about it. There were big lobsters in the market and I bought a couple and a pile of peaches. As I headed for the boat I could see a crowd of men, twenty or more looking down at her. And I knew there was something wrong. I couldn’t actually recall closing the sea-cocks. The fishermen loved watching luxury cruisers in trouble. Especially when they sank. I knew what to expect. She was probably half under, held by one of the ropes so that she hung like a child’s toy. Fire it wouldn’t be, or they’d be doing something and shouting. They were absolutely silent. I pushed through the crowd and looked down at the boat. The tide had ebbed and the boat was about five feet below. There was no water slopping on the after-deck. But there was a sleeping girl. Topless and unaware of her silent admirers. Her head was pillowed on the folded sleeping-bag and her fine blonde hair had blown across her face. One hand cradled her cheek and the other lay relaxed as she lay slightly turned to one side. The two big mounds of her breasts were quite naked and the spiky tips were the colour of tinned salmon. Despite the lovely face and the inviting body she wasn’t just sexy. Even asleep there was a kind of indifference to being stared at. She must be used to it anyway. Like the others I looked for a moment, and then I turned and waved them off. ‘Basta amici – andiamo,’ and they went off grinning with a few last lingering looks.


I loosened the warps and kept my eye on the stragglers and then went down the vertical ladder at the side of the quay.


She stirred slightly and I draped one of the big bath towels over her and she stretched like a cat and snuggled down.


I trailed a power cable up to the box on the jetty and wired in a transformer because it was 110V. When I put the main switch on we’d got power and light all over the boat. I put the charger onto the first pair of batteries and unscrewed the caps. Then I pulled up the deck plates and got down to the engines. They were big inboard/outboards and I’d cleaned them and painted them at Chichester. I found the loose screw that held the pawl on the faulty lifting gear and finally switched on the bilge pump. The filter was clean and was soon gurgling as the last inch or so of oil and water was sucked out.


When I got back up in the cockpit madam had gone, but the doors to the saloon were latched back open. She was sitting at the saloon table drinking a Coke. I took her for a meal at the little restaurant by the church, and then we walked up the hill to where the olives started. It was just after ten when we got back.


I poured us both a whisky and lit a cigarette. Her chin was resting on the back of her hand and her big eyes were running a search party over my face. When they got to the grey thatch on top, she spoke.


‘Are you married?’


‘Nope.’


‘Never?’


‘Just once.’


‘What happened?’


‘When I got back from the war I found I’d provided one of the first GI brides.’


‘Any children?’


‘Not that I know of.’


‘Have you always been in boats?’


‘Pretty well. Tried cars once but I’m not sharp enough.’


‘You look tough enough.’


‘Tough and sharp’s two different things, sweetie.’


‘Where do you live apart from boats?’


‘I live on a boat at Birdham Pool near Chichester.’


‘Does it make you money?’


‘Enough for me.’


She was twiddling the empty glass. A thing girls do, either because they want more or because they’re going to tell you something on the lines of ‘It’s all over, Charlie’ or both.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
"~ WHERE
~ ALL THE
— ZGIRLS ARE

~ SWEETER

TED
ALLBEURY

MAX FARNE
BOOK ONE

M






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
M

MULHOLLAND
BOOKS





