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To my mother – who will receive an expurgated copy


Chapter 1

As I put the starboard engine into reverse the stern settled in alongside and I cut both engines. I got the stern rope round the bollard and threw the bow rope up to Mario. On the ‘diga’ alongside were Mario, the harbour-master, and a girl in a white bikini.

The harbour-master was there to collect his two bottles of Glenfiddich that kept me my berth at Santa Margherita. Mario was there just for Auld Lang Syne, and because he was my agent on that beautiful bit of Italy they call the Costa Ligure. And I guessed that the girl was there just to watch a boat tying up, and to torment the local talent. She was a real dish. Long blonde hair that was blowing in the hot noon-day wind, and one of those startlingly beautiful faces that are still going to be beautiful in fifty years’ time. The big blue eyes were watching the operations with a faint amusement that kept the square white front teeth on show. She was about eighteen, tall and slim and big breasted, and she stood unconcerned with her long legs apart, as if she didn’t know that the thin bikini briefs only emphasized the space between her legs.

I rigged up the gangway and Mario came down first, holding a fistful of mail and a couple of small packets. Signor Guardelli, the harbour-master, came down too, my mooring certificate in his hand. And that left only the girl. As I looked up at her she smiled, and as I looked down she bent down and held out an envelope.

‘Mr Farne?’

‘Si Signorina.’

She laughed. ‘I’m English, Mr Farne. Signor Lunghi asked me to bring you this letter.’

As she leaned forward the magnificent breasts were breathtakingly on view and as I took the white envelope I managed to look up at her face. She was grinning, and the blue eyes were amused.

‘How’d you like to come down for a drink?’

The long hair swished as she shook her head, still smiling. ‘Maybe some other time.’

And she stood up and waved as she walked off along the quay. All the alongside boats were dressed overall as they say in the Navy – but with staring men, not flags.

Away from the bright sunlight, in the shade of the saloon, the boys were sitting at the teak table. I threw the envelope on the pile of mail from Mario and started my hostly duties.

From the harbour-master I got the news of two boats for sale and four prospective customers. And the bad news that the council were considering charging for fresh water for boats in the harbour. He took his two bottles of malt and departed as if he couldn’t wait to get at it.

When he’d gone Mario put his legs up along the foam cushions and leaned back comfortably, looking at me.

‘How long you staying, Max?’

‘September, October if the weather holds good.’

‘I’ve transferred about twenty-five thousand to your number two Swiss account.’

‘Twenty-five thousand what?’

He smiled. ‘Sterling. For the Cleopatra and the Fjord.’

‘Who was the pretty bird?’

‘Her name’s Gabby. I don’t know her family name.’

‘And who is she?’

‘She’s one of Carlo Lunghi’s seraglio.’

‘Tell me more.’

Mario leaned back and sipped his whisky.

‘Lunghi runs a night-club here in Santa Margherita and another in Camogli. And he fences 90 per cent of everything that’s stolen south of Milano and as far east as Livorno.’

‘I wonder what he wants with me?’

Mario nodded towards the pile of letters. ‘Open it and see.’

It was an expensive envelope, stiff and thick, and on the back was dark red sealing-wax, and the imprint of a dolphin or a seahorse. It wasn’t too clear. I ripped open the envelope and slid out the letter. It was typed and signed with a big scrawl. The type was unusually large and the signature was in green ink.

Villa Camogli

Santa Margherita

12th May

Signor Farne,

I have some business to discuss with you. Contact me soonest.

Carlo Lunghi

I shoved it across to Mario who flattened the sheet and read it carefully. He looked up with raised eyebrows.

‘What d’you think?’ I asked him.

Mario shrugged. ‘Up to you, Max. I should go. It might make life easier while you’re here.’

‘In what way?’

He pushed the letter aside and sighed. ‘He’s got influence everywhere, and he’s got some very rough boys.’

We gossiped for an hour and I fixed to have my evening meal with him and Mafalda. When he had gone I checked over the boat and listed the work that needed to be done. If you buy and sell boats you need to be a shining example to both buyers and sellers, and the trip from Chichester had left its marks. There was three days’ work for me, and I’d have to get the Volvo man across from La Spezia to check the engines.

When I had washed and shaved I walked into the town, changed some travellers’ cheques at the bank, bought some fresh food and some wine, and then strolled back to the boat. She was a 42 footer, a ‘Sealion’ made by Meakes at Marlow, and she was my place of business and my home.

I’ve got permanent moorings in Birdham Pool and continuous options on moorings in Santa Margherita, Piraeus and Tangier. And as I’m not resident anywhere I’m not a tax-payer either. Like the old lady who sent her tax-form back: ‘I think it’s a great idea but I’ve decided not to join.’ And no lawns to mow and no mortgage to pay. The boat was paid for and there were two accounts in Zurich with enough noughts on the end to keep me happy for quite a time.

I showered and changed and took a bottle of chianti with me on to the afterdeck. Then I opened the mail and sat in the sun as I read. A letter from a girl in Hamburg and another from a girl in Paris. One would be heading my way in July and the other in September. A leaflet from Decca Navigation on the latest model radar, three cheques for final payments on boats I’d sold and delivered, and a sharp note from H.M.’s Inland Revenue asking me to establish how many days I had been in the U.K. in the previous fiscal year. The smaller packet was a spare set of fuses from Sony for my CRF220, and the other packet was a flash-shoe for my Nikon. No bills, and no solicitors’ letters.

The bay of Santa Margherita is the nearest thing I’ve got to a home. I like Italy and I like Italians. Although it was May the sun wasn’t getting through the haze that sat on the side of the mountains. The sweep of the hotels was lost as it curved up to the Miramare barely visible as it jutted into the sea and the curling mist. You could just see the people on the beach, and there was a bus disgorging passengers in the square by the bank. The noise of the Vespas and Lambrettas carried faintly over the water, the modern Italian summer substitute for the buzzing of bees in clover.

About eight I checked the warps, rolled the gangway on to the sea-wall, and headed for Mario’s. It seemed a long time since I had seen them both but, in fact, it was less than a year. We sat in the garden with scampi and salad, and the stars were out by the time we got to the coffee.

Mafalda put the tray with the coffee and glasses on the white garden table between us and left us alone. When he was pouring the brandy, Mario said, ‘How’ve you been, amico?’

‘I’ve got by, Mario. Kept myself busy and all that.’

‘Have you been to see Lunghi yet?’

‘No. There’s no hurry.’

He turned to face me. ‘How about I phone him now, and I’ll drop you at his place?’

‘Oh to hell with that, Mario. I’ll get a night’s sleep first. Let him wait.’

And that was that.

I left just after midnight and as I walked down the hill from Mario’s place I tried not to think of Tammy and Gianni. And that was probably why I didn’t see the Fiat until I was almost on top of it. It was parked in deep shadow against the jetty wall and as I walked on, a man who was leaning against the car’s bonnet straightened up and walked slowly towards me.

‘Buona sera, Signor.’

‘Buona sera, cosa c’e?’

‘Signor Lunghi sends his compliments and asks if you come with me to see him.’

‘Tell him I’ll come tomorrow afternoon.’

And it was only then that I saw the knife. Maybe he only lifted it so that I should see it, but all that had got left over from the war-time training at Beaulieu was reflexes, and although he was strong he was too young and too inexperienced. I guess that usually when he flashed his knife, people did what they were told. And that’s not good training. I could feel the strength in his arm as I forced down his hand towards me, and when I released the pressure, his wrist came forward and I pressed down on the back of his hand. And he screamed as the knife clattered on the cobbles; and as his sinews gave, the joints opened and then cracked.

Then I heard the car door and the others came for me in a rush. A pistol with a silencer hissed and flashed, but the bullet went whining out to sea. As I concentrated on the gun hand I only saw the pipe as it passed my face and thudded into my left shoulder, and then I blacked out as something hit the back of my head.

When I came to I was sitting in a big leather chair with carved arms and my left arm wouldn’t move. My tongue touched two loose teeth and there was a very salty taste. There was blood down the front of my safari jacket. And there were four men sitting watching me. One was tall and young, and very handsome. He was wearing a cream suit and held a glass in his hand. He was looking at me and smiling as he half sat on a long table with one elegant leg swinging slowly as he sipped and watched. Welcome to Italy, wish you were here.

I guessed that the other three were the thugs from the car, and there was a splinted bandage round the big one’s right wrist.

The tall man put down his drink and turned towards me.

‘Well, Signor Fame. It seems that what I had heard about you is true.’

He waited for a response but I just stared back through my one good eye.

‘I had the doctor check you over. He says that nothing is broken. Extensive bruising and you’ll not feel too good for maybe a week. It was quite unnecessary, of course.’

‘Too bloody true it was unnecessary, so why did they do it?’

‘You misunderstood the situation, Signor. That’s what caused the trouble.’

‘Maybe the police won’t agree.’

And when I saw his smile I knew then that he’d only said it to make me respond. He was swinging his leg again and his smile was forbearing and amiable.

‘I’ve already mentioned the incident to the police.’

‘And?’

‘And they agreed that it was an unfortunate accident.’

I moved slightly and the redness came behind my eyes at the pain. He pointed to a bottle on the table beside my chair.

‘The doctor left those for you. Says they’ll ease any pain. It’s up to you.’

‘What is it you want?’

He nodded and stood up briskly. ‘Of course.’ He waved at the three men and they shuffled across to the door and left.

I looked around. It was a big room furnished with great taste, an unusually happy mixture of old Italian and modern Scandinavian. The carpets were thick and expensive looking and the paintings on the wall were skilfully lit. Lunghi dragged a heavy chair across the floor and sat down not quite facing me, as a gesture to my swollen left eye.

He offered me a cigarette from a gold case and there were jewels on the lighter as he leaned forward to light it for me. He leaned back and lit a cigarette for himself, and as he sat back he was relaxed and in command. He stretched his legs out, exhaled and turned towards me.

‘We talk business? Yes?’

‘You talk and I’ll listen.’

He smiled faintly. ‘I should like to buy your boat.’

‘Which boat?’

‘Your boat. The one at the jetty. She’s called My Joanna, isn’t she?’

I shook my head and it nearly blinded me.

‘She’s not for sale.’

‘Say forty thousand?’

‘Forty thousand what?’

‘Pounds sterling.’

I screwed up my good eye to get a better look at him. ‘You can get a new one for half that.’

He shrugged. ‘Maybe. I want to please you.’

‘Take me back to my boat. That’ll please me.’

‘Sure. I buy the boat and you take it back to England for me. You stay on board and I pay you to look after it.’

‘What the hell is all this? What are you after?’

He smiled and reached for another cigarette.

‘I told you. I want to please you.’

‘Why?’

‘I want you to help me. I want to consult with you.’

‘For God’s sake, Lunghi, you don’t have to have me beaten up to get my advice. You just pay me the same as anyone else does. Boats are my business.’

He looked at me carefully. There was no smile now. I could see the big brown eyes looking me over while he worked something out. His tongue moved along his lower lip reflecting his anxiety or his doubts.

‘The advice I want is not about boats.’

‘What’s it about then?’

He shook his head and stood up, and my head creaked up to see his face. He looked down at me, his face serious.

‘I tell you when we have done our boat deal. I buy your boat cash. Forty thousand sterling. In ten days you take her back to England for me. I give you signed transfer form so you can have her back for free in one month’s time.’

‘But I’m staying here until at least September. If we do the deal she’s yours and I should buy another boat to live on here in Santa Margherita.’

He pursed his mouth and his beautiful Italian-made shoe spread imaginary cigarette ash on the carpet.

‘No, the deal would be like this. You take her back in a week or ten days. I have her for maybe two days’ fun before you go. When you are back you buy another boat for you perhaps. This boat stays mine for one month.’

‘You know that boats like mine are registered and if they’re sold there are legal documents of transfer.’

His hands spread wide in Italian protest.

‘O.K. O.K. We do it every way legal.’

‘If I did this you would do it through Mario del Bruna?’

Again the protesting hands, the shrug, and the big brown eyes. ‘But of course. No question.’

I looked at Lunghi. He was about thirty or thirty-five. Handsome, elegant, obviously rich, and clearly the best kind of wrong Italian.

‘Give me one reason why I should do this, Lunghi.’

His mouth opened quickly to speak, and then it closed. He looked at me speculatively, weighing up some pros and cons. And then he said quietly, ‘I will not say about money, or force, I just say that I ask you to do it because somebody once helped you.’ He waited. Expecting a question. So I asked it. ‘Who was it who helped me?’

‘You remember a night last year, and you sat in a taxi near the Ponte Lumbro in Milano, and a white Lincoln convertible stopped and a man got out and spoke to you?’

‘Yes. I remember.’

‘I drove that car for Gianni Podoni.’

‘Tell me more.’

‘I was with him in his apartment when the waiter came with your message. I drove him to your taxi and back again to the via Torino. Then he sent me back here. I was one of his men. I looked after the south, along the coast to La Spezia. I was driving the car when they killed him. They thought I was dead!’

I remembered that night all too well, and the things that happened afterwards. And thinking made me sad again. Even Carlo Lunghi didn’t look too happy, but that was his worry.

‘O.K., Lunghi. I’ll do what you want. Within reason.’

He was all smiles and obvious relief, as if I’d solved the world’s problems and he got the royalties for it. There was the pressing of bells, and the popping of champagne corks, and my last vision as I started to flake out was three pretty girls absolutely starkers.

When I came to, there was a light down the end of a tunnel and the sound of a bird. As the light came nearer it became a window, and as I leaned up on my good arm the sound of the bird was the lovely Gabby talking to Lunghi, who was leaning against a dressing-table alongside the window. Gabby was sitting on my bed, no longer talking, but looking at me.

‘You’ve had a long sleep,’ she said. As if it mattered a lot.

‘What time is it?’

‘It’s about ten o’clock. But you’ve been asleep for more than a day.’

I could hear my slurred voice and I wanted to sleep again. ‘I didn’t switch the lights off on the boat. The batteries’ll be flat.’

I heard Lunghi say ‘I’ve had her checked. The lights will be O.K. You didn’t put them on.’ And then the waves carried me down and under again.

The next time I was conscious I was standing at the side of the bed. They must have given me an injection and my feet were like lead. I couldn’t move but I could see. Gabby was holding a book as she watched me. She reached across and pressed a bell and Lunghi came in almost immediately. He looked at me.

‘The drug will soon wear off. D’you want to go back to the boat?’

I nodded because no words would come out.

An hour later I could move around slowly and I sat at the big table in the big room feeling like Mussolini signing the odd death warrant as I signed the buff transfer form transferring 64/64ths of the motor vessel My Joanna and her ‘guns, ammunition and appurtenances’ to Signor Carlo Teodoro Lunghi. Mario sat serious and po-faced as the ceremony proceeded. Lunghi signed a bank draft in my favour for billions of lire and I passed it over to Mario to transfer to Zurich.


Chapter 2

Lunghi’s white Jaguar decanted me alongside the boat and they took the hint when I waved them goodbye. Mario had stayed up at the villa to complete the transfer formalities.

There was a breeze coming in from the bay and the boat was shifting uneasily on her warps but the familiar movement under my feet was a reassurance.

I switched on the big Sony radio and tried the 25 metre band. There was a Glen Miller recording from New York, and to the strains of ‘Take the “A” Train’, I looked over the boat that was no longer mine. Second-hand she would make seventeen thousand, but if I were buying her I shouldn’t have gone past fifteen and a half. I’d need to look around for a new home.

It was cold enough to need some heating and I took a mains lead out to the plug on the jetty and switched over the transformer. It looked like it was cocktail time on the gin palaces riding their buoys just out from the sea-wall, and I wondered why Carlo Lunghi didn’t buy one of those boats instead. And I wondered what the consultation was all about.

It was just getting dark when the gangway rattled, and as I angrily swung open the wheelhouse door Mario was feeling his way down with a bottle in each hand.

Inside the saloon he sank back against the cushions waving a hand at the bottles. ‘For you Max, from your admirer Signor Lunghi.’

‘What’s the bastard want now?’

‘Nothing. He really is an admirer.’

‘You could have fooled me, my friend.’

‘Is the boat O.K. for the journey back?’

‘No. I’ll need at least a week to prepare her, and I’ll need the Volvo engineers from La Spezia.’

‘I’ll get Carlo to fix that.’

I sat down and reached for one of the bottles.

‘What the hell is it all about, Mario? You got any ideas?’

He shook his head. ‘No idea at all, Max. All I know is that he wants to talk to you on Sunday. I’ve no idea what it’s about but he’s concerned you should like him. And he wants to take this boat Friday and Saturday.’

‘Where’s he taking her?’

‘I’ve no idea. I asked, and he didn’t even acknowledge the question. He just asked me to influence you to co-operate with him.’

‘O.K. Influence me.’

Mario smiled half-heartedly and shrugged. Despite everything it was nice to be back in shrugging country again.

‘His men were stupid. They’re only used to gang fights. He tells them to bring you back. They bring you back.’

‘Was he one of Gianni’s men?’

‘Sure he was. I wasn’t one of Gianni’s admirers, as you know. He wasn’t my kind of man. But Lunghi was probably rated as his second-in-command. One of them anyway.’

‘Did Gianni trust him?’

Mario grinned. ‘You know Gianni, Max, he didn’t trust anyone. You were the only exception.’

‘Any idea why he wants the boat to go back to England?’

‘No ideas on anything, Max. No ideas, no clues.’

‘Can you fix me a place for the two days he has the boat?’

‘He says you are his guest at the villa.’

‘Like hell I am.’

I pushed in the corkscrew and heaved out the cork and poured us a drink. When he’d taken a sip Mario said, ‘Take my advice, Max. Just do as he asks. Don’t make any more trouble.’ He saw the anger and indignation on the half of my face that still moved and he shook his head. ‘Drink the wine, for God’s sake.’

I did, and it was fantastic. I looked at the label. It was Chateau Mouton Rothschild 1961. Lunghi had good taste in wine if nothing else. And as I thought it I realized that even that was unfair. He was as attractive in his blackguardly way as Gianni, and his villa reeked of good taste.

After Mario had left I sat at the saloon table and tried to sort out my thoughts. Mario had the money for the boat and Lunghi had the transfer deeds. It really was his boat now. I was literally homeless. A guest on Lunghi’s boat. I contemplated doing a quiet bolt and catching a train to Genoa. But they’d take it out on Mario and I should end up with no boat and no forty grand. If I headed out to sea they’d have a coastguard cutter alongside me in half an hour and a Ministry of Marine writ nailed to the saloon door five minutes later. Lunghi was still expecting me to advise him. What about, I had no idea, and I wasn’t all that curious. I just wanted some peace and to ply my trade.

Still on the saloon table was my list of boat jobs and I read through it to find something not too strenuous to take my mind off the problems.

I stripped down the hand control on the searchlight and found the loose cable, and then I went up to the afterdeck and doused the davit mechanism with Plus-gas. One of the locking pawls was seized up solid. It took less than ten minutes to free her but if you left those things, on a dark night in even a Force 5 when singlehanded it could mean that at the worst you didn’t survive, and at best you were minus two fingers. The best tip I ever gave to clients was always to sail with efficient cowards. Boat heroes are generally dead heroes.

I looked down the harbour-master’s list of potential boat clients. One was a Greek merchant who lived up the hill near the olive-oil plant and another was Avvocato Mantoni whom I had met from time to time. I cleaned up and walked through the square, over the bridge and up the winding road to the olive groves.

The Greek’s villa was set in a cluster of pines and as I went through the gate a tall man in a white linen suit came towards me.

‘Can I help you?’

‘My name’s Fame. I came to talk to Mr Synodinos.’

He smiled and held out his hand. ‘Panayotis Synodinos. Let’s have a drink in the house. It’s cooler.’ A servant came with a tray of drinks and we sat facing each other across the low glass table.

‘You speak Greek, Mr Farne?’

‘French, German, Italian and English. Very little Greek I’m afraid.’

He nodded. ‘Well let us speak in English. I’m looking for a boat and they said you were the best man to talk to.’

‘Any idea what kind of boat you want?’

He leaned back, smiling. ‘I’m afraid I’m the only Greek who doesn’t know one end of a boat from another.’

‘Is it for pleasure, to live on, long cruises or a day boat?’

He smiled broadly. ‘I have my wife, a son and daughter. Ten years old and twelve years old. I have this dream of sailing from Santa Margherita to, say, the Piraeus. As I drive in, the crowds cheer and my family have great respect for their sailor-father. Does that help?’

‘Yes. It helps a lot. Now when you say sail I presume you don’t mean sail because I think you would be better under power.’

He shrugged. ‘Whatever you say.’

‘Any idea of how much you want to pay?’

He laughed. ‘I have no idea what any kind of boat costs. Whatever I pay will surprise me one way or another. I am in your hands, but let us say that money is not the problem.’

‘Well now, let’s look at what you need. I suggest you have diesel not petrol. That means less speed generally but cheaper running costs, reliability and no fire danger. You need a double cabin and two single berths. You’d do better to have two heads and showers so that your children aren’t too much under foot. You should have radar but I wouldn’t want you to have an auto-pilot until you’re experienced. Any idea what the dream boat looked like, Mr Synodinos?’

He nodded. ‘She’s brilliant white, long and elegant and covered with beautiful blondes.’ He smiled. ‘My dear wife is a brunette.’

‘Well, the white is fine, the elegant is out because she’d have to be 50 foot before you got elegance, the blondes are easy, they gravitate naturally to boats. I’ve got in mind either a Grand Banks 36 footer or a 48 footer.’

‘Can you supply me with either of those?’

‘I can do the 48 footer right now but it could take six months to find a good 36. Apart from that there’s a hell of a difference in price. The 361 could get you for about thirty thousand.’

‘And you think the big one might be too big for a beginner?’

‘Not at all. She would be better. A big boat sits more solidly and responds nice and easy. No, I just feel it’s a lot of money, and maybe you could be just as happy with the smaller version.’

‘Where is the 48 footer?’

‘She’s lying at Portofino.’

He smiled and nodded. ‘I’d like to see her. When would it be convenient?’

‘Let me telephone you. I’ll go over her and we’ll do a short trip and I can go over the controls with you.’

And that was how we left it.

Mantoni lived over a cafe behind the Hotel Lido. I pressed the door-bell and a few minutes later he had opened the door. He wore an old dressing-gown and slippers, and he waved me in with his cigar.

Anybody who judged Avvocato Mantoni by the appearance of his home would be making a big mistake. The furniture was peasant, mainly cane and leather, and there were books and files heaped on chairs and tables. Mantoni himself was fat and clumsy and the big eyes looked heavy with sleep. But if you saw him in court, as I had seen him in Milan, you realized that the brain in that big bald head was extraordinary. The big fumbling hands always found the right paper, and the hooded eyes that never seemed to look at anyone noticed everything in court, from the judge’s mouth to the cut on the prosecutor’s chin. He understood instinctively the motivations of all kinds of people. Even presenting the defence he seemed to be neutral. Just relaying the facts and placing them before the court without emotion. He made no gestures, was never histrionic, and sometimes gave the impression that he was talking aloud to himself. But every word was the right word. His grasp of the law was staggering and he had refused a judgeship a dozen times. As he generally defended the bad boys he was very, very rich.

He was breathing heavily as he poured me a glass of wine, and his cane chair crackled and creaked as he settled back like an elephant having a mud-bath.

‘I heard you were back,’ he said. And he looked as if he disapproved. And without waiting for an answer he said, ‘A bit soon, wasn’t it?’
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