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Until the time that Sylvia went to Monte Carlo with her Australian cousin, she had led a perfectly ordinary, simple life. How was she to dream that that life was to be so suddenly and dramatically altered? That Johnny, whom she loved, was to leave her, then reappear as a ‘mystery man’ working in with a gang of jewel thieves? How was she to foresee that her peaceful existence as she had always known it would be exchanged for a mad rush down the exotic Côte d’Azur in the company of one of the most dangerous and clever criminals in France? That she was to dine with him, dance with him, listen to him talk, not knowing that he was a ‘thief’ and even a ‘killer’? That she was to stroke the sleek coat of Setti, his Alsatian, thinking the dog a harmless pet and yet it, too, was trained to kill?

How could she foresee a day when she and Johnny would stand together before a shuttered villa behind Monte Carlo and hear the spatter of bullets breaking the silence of the drowsy golden afternoon, while the police tried to shoot their way through barred doors and sealed windows, and rout out the man with a price on his head?

None of these things seemed at all possible in the life of a girl like Sylvia Byrne, and yet they came to pass. And she was to live through those few staggering days of wildest excitement, drawn into playing a part in a strange, fast-moving drama of life, death – and of love.

No – none of this seemed possible to Sylvia when on a certain afternoon that first momentous telephone call came through to Broadcasting House and reached the office in which Sylvia worked.

She lifted the receiver and answered:

‘Mr Fitzclair’s secretary speaking …’

She supposed that she was about to have another of those boring conversations which droned on most of the day. It wasn’t all ‘fun and games’ being personal assistant to a producer at Broadcasting House. Of course it had its exciting moments. She loved the big, vital building with its great halls and labyrinth of corridors, its little rooms marked ‘Silence’, the warning lights, the thousands of people hurrying to and fro, and the whole stupendous daily offering to the world of Talks, Music and general entertainment. She felt quite proud and patriotic every time she walked down Langham Place, passed through those imposing doors and realized that she, Sylvia Byrne, had become a cog, if only a very little one, in the machinery that flashed those messages from one end of the world to the other. And she liked her chief, Mr Fitzclair, who was a clever young man and just a little teeny-weeny bit in love with her. Yesterday when she was taking a letter for him he had suddenly said:

‘You know, Sylvia, you’re just like the Tanagra figurine that stands on my grandmother’s mantelpiece. Such a diminutive little figure, and with that blonde hair curling to the nape of your neck like a baby’s and your big eyes – you’ve got “something” for me!’

She had laughed it off and managed to steer his thoughts back into the channels of work. She didn’t want to ‘have anything’ for Aubrey Fitzclair, neither did she mind whether she resembled his grandmother’s Tanagra figurine or not. She had got this job with a bit of influence and was glad to have it, but only with the intention of working furiously eight hours a day in order to take her mind off Johnny.

It didn’t seem much use thinking too frequently about Johnny. But she was quite hopelessly in love with him. It hurt being in love with a man who is thousands of miles away in Korea, and who might at any moment be wounded or taken prisoner by those awful Communist Chinese or … but she never allowed her thoughts to focus on the ultimate horror that might overtake Johnny and blot him out of existence. Neither would it be very easy to imagine Johnny being blotted out; the big, athletic fellow with his curly hair, his gay laughing face and those strong arms which could pick her up and carry her round the room as though she were a child. Six foot four was Johnny. Sylvia’s fair head barely reached his shoulder.

Oh, but she loved him! And he loved her, too. Without being officially engaged, they had an understanding that, when he got back from doing his National Service, he would find a suitable job and then they could get married and live happily ever afterwards.

There was no reason why it shouldn’t be so. They were both young and full of joie de vivre. Before Johnny had left England, Sylvia had been quite blissful. It had seemed to her that they were two lucky people. Everything lay in front of them.

Sylvia’s father was Principal Lecturer in Surgery at one of the biggest medical schools in London. She had an adored and adoring mother, and a beautiful home in Wimpole Street. Sylvia was working not because she needed the money but because she had an active mind and could not stay idle in the circumstances – while Johnny was away.

Johnny had been a medical student at Mr Byrne’s hospital at the same time as Sylvia’s cousin, Tom Byrne. Sylvia had gone to one of the dances there with Tom. But it was with Johnny that she danced most of the night. They had just tumbled into love with each other. He had said all the nice things that Aubrey Fitzclair said-and more. And she had thought that there wasn’t a man in the world to compare with him either for charm, looks or humour. And one must marry a man with a sense of humour – to that Sylvia had firmly made up her mind.

So Johnny Garland became the Chosen One for Sylvia, and the best thing of all was that her mother and father liked him. Daddy, in particular, said that young Garland was a sound fellow who ought to do well. As for Mummy – she had cherished the fond wish that lay in the heart of so many mothers that her darling would make a ‘brilliant match’. There would be nothing ‘brilliant’ about marriage with Johnny, but she liked him immensely.

He hadn’t a bean. He had lost his parents when he was a small boy – had no money coming to him; only a good education behind him and the small legacy from a fond aunt which had enabled him to take up medicine. Above all things, Johnny was a born doctor, and one of the first things Sylvia had admired was his finely made, sensitive fingers and his deep sympathy for suffering humanity which lay behind the façade of ‘fun’.

If Sylvia had had her way she would have married Johnny before the Army swallowed him up and he left with the R.A.M.C. for the menacing shadow of the Korean campaign. But that he would not hear of. He wasn’t the sort of young man to take advantage of the fact that Sylvia was the daughter of his chief; that he had a lot to gain by becoming Alec Byrne’s son-in-law. On the contrary, Johnny was proud and it was a pride, so Sylvia discovered, that could at times be uncomfortably obdurate. He wanted to make his way first and then get married, he said. She had tried not to argue on the subject. She, too, had her pride. And if Johnny did not want to marry her now – well, that was that. But it hadn’t been at all funny seeing him off, aware that she wasn’t even engaged to him.

‘You know that I love you and that I’ll love you till I die,’ he had said, when he had held and kissed her for the last time.

She had not been able to answer because she had been crying, her face burrowed into the curve of his arm. He had kept hugging her and repeating:

‘I do love you, Silver. You know that I do. Time will soon pass, and when I get back I’ll find a damn’ good hospital job and then put on a morning coat and silk hat, and approach your parents, carrying an expensive bouquet, and ask for your lily-white hand.’

He had laughed and she had laughed with him while the tears continued to drip forlornly down her small nose.

After he had gone she was not to be comforted. Her mother had been quite worried about her. And her father, who idolized her, openly declared that it was an infernal nuisance that little girls had to grow up and feel this way about big brutes of men.

Then Sylvia got her job at the B.B.C., set her teeth and put her heart into working as hard as she could. Every day she sent a letter to Johnny and he wrote back. Dear, comforting letters even if they were not particularly romantic. It wasn’t quite Johnny Garland’s line, writing poetic, amorous epistles. But he always ended with the only words that counted for Sylvia: ‘I love you.’

So the months dragged by and the Korean war went on and on and it was two years since she had seen Johnny. Now he was due home. Yet when his call came, Sylvia’s thoughts were not particularly focused on Johnny. Why should they be, on this bleak January morning when she was trying to get through Mr Fitzclair’s correspondence and having to keep breaking off in order to answer silly questions? What a nuisance budding script writers were, always wanting to know when their manuscripts were going to be read and if Mr Fitzclair had come to any decision.

‘Hullo. This is Mr Fitzclair’s secretary speaking,’ Sylvia said again, as she had heard only a muffled bleat from the other end of the wire. And then, then, came that deep, rather lazy and wholly charming voice which she hadn’t heard for two whole years.

‘Is that by any chance Miss Sylvia Byrne?’

Sylvia turned positively pale. She clutched so violently at the gilt choker round her neck that it broke and crashed on to her typewriter.

‘Johnny!’ she gasped.

‘Then it is you, Silver.’

She gulped. She tried to speak. No words came. She changed from white to wild rose. She heard a singing in her ears and felt a pounding of her heart. It was the most tremendously exciting episode of her whole life. Silver. His own particular name for her. He had given it to her on the very first night they had met at the Hospital Ball.

‘You little small blonde thing, you look as though you’re made of silver,’ he had said.

‘Hullo, hullo,’ repeated the voice, and at this juncture, intercepting the call, came the familiar voice of one of the B.B.C. telephonists:

‘Have you finished, Miss Byrne? There’s someone waiting to speak to Mr Fitzclair.’

‘No, I haven’t finished. Don’t cut me off,’ said Sylvia wildly. ‘Johnny, Johnny!’

‘Hullo, yes, darling, I’m here.’

‘Where?’

‘Liverpool. Landed half an hour ago. There’s a stream of us waiting outside the telephone-box so I can’t stay long. But I’m catching a train straight away and I ought to be at Wimpole Street by dinner time.’

The tears gushed into her eyes. They were the happiest tears she had shed for twenty-four long, lonely months. They seemed to wash all the heartache and depression away.

‘Oh, Johnny!’ was all she could say.

‘Angel – it’s heaven to hear you. You sound sort of hoarse. Have you got a cold?’

‘No, I haven’t,’ she sobbed, ‘have you?’

‘No. The grey docks of Liverpool look mighty good to me. Can’t tell you what it’s like to be back.’

‘Are you really home for good?’

‘For good.’

‘Oh, I can’t wait!’ said Sylvia, and her hand shook so much that she nearly dropped the telephone.

‘Tonight,’ came Johnny’s voice, ‘and would you be an angel and let old Mrs What-not know at my digs that I’ll be back? I did send her a line but she might not have got it.’

‘I won’t,’ said Sylvia; ‘you’re going to stay with us, this week-end anyhow.’

‘Just as obstinate as ever,’ he laughed.

‘Aren’t you?’

‘Just …’

‘Oh, Johnny, I’ve missed you so. I can’t breathe, I’m so excited.’

‘Well, for heaven’s sake don’t stop breathing till I’ve seen you again, darling.’

Back came the intercepting, emotionless voice of the operator.

‘Can you take this call for Mr Fitzclair, please, Miss Byrne?’

And after that it seemed that Sylvia had no choice. The line from Liverpool faded away and with it Johnny. She had to control her agitation and take the call which was from just another luckless author wondering whether his script had been received or not.

A new and radiant Sylvia, in rapturous mood, gave him more hope than he deserved.

‘Yes, I’m sure Mr Fitzclair will have read your MS. by now and you’ll get a letter quite soon.’

Then she hung up. She sprang to her feet, stretched her arms above her head, and shut her eyes. So strong was her imagination that she could already feel Johnny’s arms around her and his kisses on her mouth.

‘Johnny!’ she cried aloud.

A slim, dark-haired young man with a sheaf of papers in his hand walked into the office. A little coldly he looked at the figure of Miss Byrne with her upraised arms and her young, ecstatic face. The pretty, fine-boned face with its tip-tilted nose and entrancing eyes, and the petite figure outlined under the powder blue cashmere jersey and neat grey skirt had for some time now had a very disturbing effect on Mr Aubrey Fitzclair. He had been a little put out lately by the owner’s obvious reluctance to accept his homage.

‘Really, Miss Byrne!’ he said, raising his eyebrows, and clicking his tongue.

‘Oh, Mr Fitzclair,’ exclaimed Sylvia, ‘Johnny’s come home.’

Mr Fitzclair’s eyebrows remained raised.

‘Johnny?’

‘Yes, my fiancé.’ (Sylvia was a little conscience-stricken after using this unauthentic title.)

‘Oh, I see,’ said Mr Fitzclair bleakly.

‘He’s been in Korea, you know, with the R.A.M.C. Now he’s going to be a civilian doctor. He qualified before he was called up.’

‘Good show,’ said Mr Fitzclair in the same bleak voice. ‘Do I take it that I am about to lose my secretary?’

‘I’m afraid so,’ said Sylvia.

Aubrey Fitzclair scowled and threw his papers on to the desk. To lose an efficient secretary who also had a most delightful figure must be termed a sad loss to any man.

‘Don’t look so pleased about it – you slay me,’ he said darkly.

‘Oh, I’m sorry, but I’m so happy!’

‘Are you really so attached to this Johnny fellow?’

‘Yes, I am.’

‘Then we’d better call it a day. You are released. But give me a week in which to replace you, will you?’

‘But of course, Mr Fitzclair. That goes without saying.’

He flung her a bitter look.

‘You’re a heartless young woman and you disappoint me. You don’t seem to realize that you have administered a mortal blow to me.’

An intriguing dimple appeared at one corner of Sylvia’s mouth.

‘Oh, there are lots of girls better than I am, Mr Fitzclair. You’ll soon find a good secretary.’

‘Pardon me,’ said Mr Fitzclair haughtily, ‘if I fail to agree with you, and as I can barely endure your abominable look of smug satisfaction, I suggest, Miss Byrne, that you abandon the B.B.C. now, this moment, and go, oh, go to – Johnny!’ he ended, tugging at his collar.

‘Are you angry with me?’ asked Sylvia timidly.

‘No. Only damnably envious – of Johnny,’ he said.
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‘He said that he envied you damnably, Johnny,’ Sylvia recounted the story in her happiest voice to the object of her devotion.

They were sitting side by side on the big nole sofa in the Byrne’s drawing-room on the first floor of the tall, dignified house which Mr Byrne, M.D., F.R.C.S., had occupied for the last fifteen years.

It was a very handsome room full of beautiful things. Old Markham, the Byrne’s manservant, who had also been here since Sylvia was a small girl in the nursery, had just cleared away the coffee cups. Sylvia’s parents had conveniently gone out to dinner. Johnny and Sylvia had dined alone. They had agreed that it would be much nicer to stay and eat here quietly by themselves, on this first night of the soldier’s return. Tomorrow, if they so desired, they could celebrate – go out to a meal and dance.

Johnny lit the cigar that Mr Byrne had left for him and took a sip of the Calvados which was Mr Byrne’s favourite liqueur. It had a fiery warmth which made Johnny feel good – like the champagne which had also been left for the celebration. Everything had been good tonight after that hell, working day and night on pitifully wounded men. After all the carnage, the bestiality of war, it seemed exquisitely peaceful in this lovely London house; wonderful to wear a civilian suit again instead of uniform; to eat a recherché and civilized meal. And above all to be with Sylvia. A more appealing, fragile-looking and yet vital girl he had never known. He had kept the image of her in his heart for two long years and never wavered in his fealty, or his desire to return to her. There had been a lot of girlfriends in handsome Johnny Garland’s life during his early years at the medical school. He had a peculiar charm for women. And he liked them, too. He wanted, in time, a wife, a home and children. In meeting Sylvia Byrne he knew that he had discovered his beau-ideal. So far so good. But all was not quite perfect. The fly in the ointment for Johnny was the fact that she was the daughter of a great man in the medical world, and a rich man at that, and that Johnny Garland was a penniless doctor. Johnny had strong principles. An unshakable conviction that man should be the breadwinner, and that until he was capable of supporting a wife, he should not marry.

He had thought it all over when he first fell in love with Sylvia. He had been thinking about it while he was away from her. He knew that he could not stop loving her. He knew, too, from her lovely letters that she had remained devoted to him. She was his for the asking. But he wasn’t the man to take unless he could give, and for the moment he couldn’t give Sylvia anything but love – all the love in the world certainly, but nothing else. He hadn’t a penny. He would have to rely on getting a good hospital appointment in order to make a living. He might even have to go back into hospital for a while to ‘freshen up’. He just wasn’t in a position to get married. Yet Sylvia, during dinner, had let fall several remarks that led him to suppose that he ought to marry her now that he was back. Her father would find him a good job, she had said. He would use all his influence on Johnny’s behalf. And he would make their marriage possible by giving Sylvia a good allowance. He could afford to. She was his ‘ewe lamb’. There was absolutely no reason in Sylvia’s mind why she should not take an impecunious physician, on the threshold of his career, for her husband.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
MEET ME IN
MONTE CARLO

Denise Robins





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





