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      Andrew Garve

    


    Andrew Garve is the pen name of Paul Winterton (1908–2001). He was born in Leicester and educated at the Hulme Grammar School, Manchester and Purley County School, Surrey, after which he took a degree in Economics at London University. He was on the staff of The Economist for four years, and then worked for fourteen years for the London News Chronicle as reporter, leader writer and foreign correspondent. He was assigned to Moscow from 1942–5, where he was also the correspondent of the BBC’s Overseas Service.


    After the war he turned to full-time writing of detective and adventure novels and produced more than forty-five books. His work was serialized, televised, broadcast, filmed and translated into some twenty languages. He is noted for his varied and unusual backgrounds – which have included Russia, newspaper offices, the West Indies, ocean sailing, the Australian outback, politics, mountaineering and forestry – and for never repeating a plot.


    Andrew Garve was a founder member and first joint secretary of the Crime Writers’ Association.


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    As soon as Mike Conway heard that his yacht Tara had been found he hurried down to the steel pile jetty that was all Accra offered in the way of port facilities and, too worried to bargain, hired a surf boat at the coxswain’s price to take him out to the reef. The young fisherman who had come upon the wreck that morning went with them as guide. The wind was now no more than a gentle breeze from the sea, but once outside the breakwater the African crew had to strain at their paddles to keep the boat head-on to the surf that never ceased to roll on the Ghana coast. Soon their strong black bodies, naked except for loin cloths, were glistening with sweat in the warm, moist air. They grunted as they paddled, but that was the only sound they made. From a dozen other surf boats, plying between the jetty and the big cargo ships unloading at anchor, came a steady, monotonous chant. But Conway’s crew were silent, as though out of respect for his trouble.


    In twenty minutes they had reached the coral. The surf boat had stopped pitching now; there was only a slight swell in the lee of the reef and the surface of the water was scarcely ruffled. The fisherman began to call out directions; the coxswain, steering the boat with a long oar, manœuvred cautiously through the maze of coral heads. Conway gazed tensely over the high prow as a tell-tale patch of flotsam came into view—a floorboard, an empty paraffin can, a sodden chart, a fragment of the flag of Eire on a splintered pole. Suddenly the fisherman cried, “Look, Massa, dey she is!” and pointed.


    Conway stared down through the blue, transparent water. As he took in the scene, an involuntary groan escaped him. Until this moment he had never quite lost hope, even when the fisherman had described the wreck to him. He had buoyed himself up with the thought that a salvage operation might be possible, that the yacht might be raised and repaired.… Now he could see that Tara would never sail again. She had pounded herself to bits on the jagged coral and was lying broken-backed on the white sand three fathoms down, her bows stove in and her timbers crushed.


    He stood in grim-faced silence, scarcely able to believe the extent of his ill-fortune. He still didn’t know exactly how the disaster had happened. Probably he never would. All he knew was that it had been none of his own making. He had gone ashore for an hour or two after dark, leaving Tara securely tied to one of the mooring-rings on the jetty. Someone could have untied the rope to release another boat, and forgotten to make it fast again. Or someone might have loosed the yacht out of mischief, not foreseeing the devilish freak wind from the shore that would drive her out past the breakwater and on to the reef. If so, the prank had cost Conway literally everything he possessed in the world except the shorts and shirt he was wearing, and his passport, and the few pounds in his pocket. The irony of it was almost unbearable. Single-handed, he had sailed Tara over ten thousand miles of ocean, riding out a score of gales and surviving every kind of hazard. Disaster could have come at any time, but it had passed him by. Till now—in what should have been a safe harbour.


    He turned away, unable to bear the sight any longer. Tara had been more to him than a fine ship. For years she had been his only home; for weeks at a time, his sole companion. He would miss her like hell.


    “All right,” he called to the coxswain roughly, “let’s go.”


    Ashore, he wasted no time in vain regrets. He was a practical man, and there were urgent things to be done. With a bit of luck, he might still salvage some of his belongings before Tara finally broke up. There was an unexpired letter of credit for fifty pounds down in the cabin which, if still decipherable, should pay for the hire of an aqualung diver and leave something over. There were his references and diplomas, which he’d need if he was to get a decent job quickly. His treasured books would hardly be worth bringing up, but there were his clothes, his compass and sextant, his tools, his spare sails—all worth a bit. A couple of good divers might even be able to raise Tara’s light engine. If so, he could overhaul it himself, and it would certainly fetch a few pounds.


    With sweat pouring off him in the greenhouse heat of the afternoon, he made his way to the Harbour Master’s office to seek advice. As a yacht owner, a man of prestige and independence, he had had good and friendly service from the Harbour Master. Now that he was hardly more than a survivor, things might be different. But the greying negro was sympathetic and helpful. There was a contractor in the town, he said, who might undertake the salvage job, especially if Conway mentioned the letter of credit as proof that he could pay. Conway thanked him, and took the address, and plodded on. But the contractor was away up the coast on a job, and wouldn’t be back till next day. Conway made an appointment, praying that the weather would hold.


    The next thing was to start looking for work. He would soon be penniless, and he could think of few worse places to be penniless in than Accra. There were people he’d met in the town who might help him. That was one way. Influential-seeming men he’d been introduced to at the Yacht Club, at the European Club, when for a day or two he’d been something of a celebrity, a prized guest with a good story to tell. Cocoa planters, mining engineers, shipping men, who had entertained him lavishly—and several of whom he’d entertained himself, aboard Tara, and got on well with. They’d been decent people; they’d probably do their best to give him a leg up. The trouble was, he didn’t want to ask them. He didn’t want to feel obliged to anyone. Better, he thought, to keep the thing impersonal—to go along to the Labour Exchange and line up with the black men and offer what he had and take what there was. Ghana, he’d read, was in need of skilled men, and his qualifications were high. They were building a new harbour for ocean-going ships at Tema, just along the coast—there might be a suitable billet for him there. Of course, he’d need a work permit. He’d have to see the immigration people again—and this time they wouldn’t be coming out in a launch to meet him! He was land-bound, now, and could expect no special treatment. Soon, no doubt, he’d be red-tape bound, too. He’d managed to get away from all that in Tara, but he’d have to face it now. He’d have to deal with self-satisfied bureaucrats, office boys who’d graduated to brief-cases and couldn’t forget it. There’d be lengthy interviews—perhaps humiliating ones. In this newly sovereign country there were plenty of officials who would enjoy humiliating a white man. Still, the sooner he started, the sooner he’d finish. He’d better get along to the Labour Exchange right away … But when he looked at his watch he saw that it was five o’clock. All the offices would be closing. First thing to-morrow, then …


    Meanwhile, he had to get through the evening. He could go back to the Rest House where for a few shillings a night he’d been staying since Tara’s disappearance—but there’d be nothing to do there except sit on the veranda and receive the unwanted condolences of his fellow guests. Better to keep moving, to walk on through the town—though he didn’t much like the town, either. He’d never intended to stay in Accra for long—he’d called in for fresh food and supplies on his leisurely way round the Guinea coast, that was all. It was a squalid place, like most of these tropical ports. A façade of dignity and wealth; the usual colonial front, and behind it a slum interior. Picturesque, of course, in a way—he remembered how intrigued he’d been by it when he’d first come ashore, full of his usual zest for new places and knowing that Tara was lying waiting for him in the harbour, a way of escape when he needed it. He’d strolled with curiosity and pleasure among the stalls in the native quarter, among the tin buckets and old tyres and alarm clocks, the silks and ivory and brass, and thought the scene as colourful and lively as an eastern bazaar. Now he saw it all with a prisoner’s jaundiced eye—the narrow, congested streets, the dark bodies jostling, the bare feet stirring the black dust, the blaring cars, the sightless beggars, the stench and the heat. He told himself that he’d got to get used to it, since he couldn’t even raise the fare to leave it—that he soon would get used to it, think nothing of it, as other Europeans had. At thirty-two, he should have resilience enough for that. It wouldn’t be the first port he’d had to stay and work in for a while—he’d been doing it, at intervals, for years, when supplies ran low and he needed money for the next leg of his travels. All the same, he wished he could have been shipwrecked in some more salubrious and temperate place, if he’d had to be shipwrecked at all.


    He drifted around for an hour or so, postponing the first drink as long as he could because the later he left it the less the night would cost him. Then, about seven, he turned into a bar called the Come to Heaven. It had a cement floor with strips of worn coconut matting over it, and wicker chairs round beer-stained tables, and fairy lights over the bar counter, and sections of green-painted plywood to screen it from the rowdy street. The whitewashed walls were decorated with pin-up girls torn from western magazines. It was a tawdry place, but it suited his pocket. He ordered a double Scotch at the bar and took it to a table near the entrance, where there was air of a kind. The place was about half full. There were four young negroes in a corner, drinking iced beer and arguing fiercely about politics. There was a very old man reading a newspaper, and two other men trying to arrange a deal of some sort, and a few laughing couples in gay shirts and tight cotton frocks. Conway was the only European, but no one took much notice of him. He drank his whisky slowly, making it last. Perhaps after all, he thought, he should have called on the Irish consul and tried to borrow a few pounds, sinking his pride. Anaesthesia cost money, even in Heaven—he wouldn’t get far on one double. He thought of the almost full bottle of Jameson that was lying in Tara’s cabin, three fathoms down, and made a mental note to tell the aqualung chap about it. He’d barely touched it in weeks at sea, he’d never felt the need of it, but he could have done with it now—he could have sozzled it quietly on his own, instead of sitting in this lousy bar. A blast of syncopated music from a gramophone almost deafened him. He moved away from it, over to the other side of the doorway, but it didn’t make much difference. You couldn’t hope to get away from gramophones in Accra, anyway. As he settled down again, a blood-lusting mosquito stabbed at his ankle. Outside the entrance, a couple of piccans grovelled in the gutter and a mangy dog nosed for scraps.


    He finished his drink and counted his money. He could manage only one more double, if he was to pay his way at the Rest House. He was about to get up and go to the bar when another European came in—a little, elderly man, very dapper and prosperous-looking in a cream tussore suit and a cream Panama hat. He wore pince-nez and carried an ivory-topped cane. Conway had a feeling he’d seen the man somewhere before—perhaps at the European Club. The Come to Heaven was surely off his beat?


    The newcomer glanced around. His eyes met Conway’s. He turned and ordered a glass of brandy, and then came towards Conway’s table. He had short legs and small feet and his gait was mincing. At the table he raised his hat and gave a courtly little bow. What with the hat and the stick and the brandy, he seemed like a very polite juggler.


    “Please forgive my intrusion,” he said, “but are you not Mr. Michael Conway, the yachtsman?” His English was precise, but he had a slight accent which Conway couldn’t place.


    “I was!” Conway said ruefully.


    “Ah, yes … I heard this afternoon that the remains of your boat had been found. A total loss, they say. That is very bad luck.”


    Conway nodded.


    “May I introduce myself? My name is Venizelos. I manage the General and West Coast Trading Company here …” The little man put his glass down on the table. “Would you, perhaps, allow me to buy you a drink, Mr. Conway?”


    “I would indeed,” Conway said, “if you’ll forgive me for not returning the compliment I’m as near broke as makes no odds.”


    “I understand … Let me see, Scotch whisky, is it?”


    “It is.”


    The drink, when it came, was huge. Conway lifted the glass gratefully. “Your very good health, sir!”


    “And better fortune to you in the future!” Venizelos said. He produced a case of cheroots, offered one to Conway, who declined, and put them away again. “It was, of course, an accident in a thousand. But so final. As soon as I read that your boat had gone from the harbour in the storm, I feared she must have ended up on the reef.”


    “It always seemed likely,” Conway said.


    “She was not, I suppose, insured?”


    Conway shook his head. “There’s no insurance for single-handed ocean yachtsmen—not at a premium I could ever afford to pay. If you travel that way, you have to take the knocks yourself.”


    “You seem to be taking this knock with great fortitude, Mr. Conway. May I say that I admire you? I have read, with the greatest interest, all that has been written about you in the newspapers here. I do not pretend to understand what takes a young man alone across the seas, for such long periods, but to travel like that, and to arrive, is a great achievement. You obviously have both skill and courage … And what, if I may ask, do you intend to do now?”


    “Get a job here as soon as I can,” Conway said.


    “Have you anything particular in mind?”


    “I was trained as an engineer before I took to the sea. I imagine I’ll find something in my own line before long.”


    Venizelos nodded slowly. “There are openings here, I am sure—but only the top jobs are paid well, the contract jobs, and they are rarely allotted to applicants on the spot.… Then again, I wonder how you would like it, settling down here? The Coast is not everyone’s choice for a home.”


    “It wouldn’t be mine in a million years,” Conway said, “but beggars can’t be choosers. Anyway, I don’t intend to settle down. I shall work till I’ve saved enough money to buy another boat, and then I’ll be off again.”


    “And how long do you think that will take?”


    Conway gave a wry smile. “Quite a while, I should think—but what else can I do?”


    “Ah!” Venizelos leaned forward a little. “Now that is what I would like to talk to you about.… I have a confession to make, Mr. Conway. It was not by accident that we met here this evening. I have been—keeping an eye on you. To be precise, I followed you here.”


    Conway looked at him in astonishment. “What on earth for?”


    “Because I have a proposition to put before you.”


    “Really …? Well, I’ll be happy to listen—though if it’s anything to do with your trading company I doubt if it’ll be up my street.”


    “It has nothing to do with my trading company.”


    “What’s on your mind, then?”


    “Unfortunately,” Venizelos said, “I cannot give you any details. I am only an agent in this matter—you would have to see my principal. And as there is some urgency, you would, have to see him without delay. He is at Biarritz, in France. You would have to go there.”


    Conway stared at him. “Are you serious?”


    “I have never been more serious.”


    “It’s a long way to go for an interview, isn’t it?”


    “Not if you fly. Naturally all your expenses would be paid.”


    “But—who is your principal? What does he do?”


    “I am afraid I cannot tell you that, either,” Venizelos said. “But if you agree to go and see him, you will be given all necessary instructions. Your travel and hotel expenses will be taken care of. In addition, you will receive a cash payment of five hundred pounds, irrespective of the outcome of the interview. If, when you have heard what my principal has to say, you feel you must decline his proposition, you will be flown back here at his expense—or, if you prefer it, to some other place. If you agree to his proposition, you will receive more money—a very great deal more.… Well, Mr. Conway, are you interested?”


    “I’m fascinated,” Conway said. The crowsfeet that fanned from the corners of his eyes deepened as his weatherbeaten face creased in a slow grin. “You know, Mr. Venizelos, when I was in Cape Town a few months ago I saw a movie that I’m now reminded of. An American, I think it was, was approached by a stranger, in a tropical port, very much like this one, with a proposition. In the movie, though, the stranger said, ‘I must warn you that the work might be dangerous.’”


    Venizelos nodded. “Your work might have its dangers too.”


    “I thought perhaps it might.… Now in this movie I’m telling you about, the American said, ‘I guess I can take care of myself,’ or words to that effect. That was all right for him, he was a movie star. I’m not. I’d want to know a great deal about the dangers, and they’d probably put me off right away.… This American also said, ‘But I draw the line at murder and dope-running’—and I’m with him there. I draw quite a lot of lines myself.”


    “You need have no anxiety on that score,” Venizelos said. “What my principal would have to suggest would be quite—ethical.”


    “One man’s ethics could be another man’s crime,” Conway said.


    Venizelos gave a delicate little shrug. “You can always turn the proposition down, Mr. Conway. There will be absolutely no obligation—and whatever happens, you will be the richer by five hundred pounds. What have you to lose?”


    “I don’t know—yet!” Conway said. “But there must be a catch in it somewhere. It all sounds too easy.”


    “There is no catch in it. My principal would like to see you—that is all.”


    “What have I got that’s so unusual—so valuable?”


    “Many qualities, Mr. Conway, if you are the man I take you for. Very many qualities. You will learn—if you go to Biarritz.”


    “Well,” Conway said slowly, “it’s the strangest thing I ever heard of.…” For a moment he studied Venizelos in silence. He could see nothing sinister about him, nothing alarming. The man didn’t look in the least like a crook. The eyes behind the gold pince-nez were kindly.


    “This principal of yours …” Conway said at last. “He must have money to burn.”


    “That is so,” Venizelos agreed. “To you, in your present position, five hundred pounds no doubt seems like wealth. To him, it is—how shall I put it?—a packet of cigarettes.”


    “It seems incredible.” Conway ran a hand through his thick, unruly hair. “Anyway, suppose I said I’d go—when would I get this money?”


    “You would get it now,” Venizelos said. He looked carefully round the bar. All the customers seemed busy with their own affairs. “I have an envelope in my pocket containing five hundred pounds in English bank notes—and a sheet of paper with all the instructions you will need.”


    Conway laughed. Incredulity was giving place to excitement. “You must be very sure of yourself.”


    “I thought it better to come prepared,” Venizolos said, with a hint of apology in his voice. “After all, Mr. Conway, it seemed reasonable enough. Here you are, a young, strong, vigorous man, without a job. You have lost your ship, and a chapter in your life has ended. You need money badly. You have already shown that you enjoy living adventurously. And here am I, offering you precisely what you want—a job, money and adventure. All you have to do is step into an aeroplane. As I said before, what have you to lose?”


    Conway said, “May I take a look at the instructions?”


    “Of course—but be a little prudent.” Venizelos thrust his small ringed hand into the breast pocket of his jacket and drew out a large white envelope, unsealed, which he handed across the table.


    Conway glanced inside it. There was a thick wad of bank notes—more than he had ever seen before at one time. There was also a paper with some typing on it. He took it out and read it. It said:


    A ROOM IS RESERVED FOR YOU AT THE HOTEL SUPERBE, BIARRITZ. BE AT THE FOOT OF THE LIFT AT BIARRITZ VILLE STATION AT 9 P.M. ON THURSDAY SEPTEMBER 18TH WITH A COPY OF FIGARO IN YOUR LEFT HAND.


    “Quite melodramatic!” Conway said with a grin.


    “It is not intended to be. It is just a simple precaution to ensure a reasonable amount of secrecy.… Well, Mr. Conway?”


    “Well, Mr. Venizelos—perhaps I’m crazy, or perhaps you are—but there’s nothing in this place that’s holding me back, so I’ll take a chance and go. Do you want a receipt for this money?”


    “For a packet of cigarettes? I think that is hardly necessary.”


    “What about my transport?”


    “I took the liberty,” Venizelos said, “of reserving a place for you on the Air France flight that leaves here at three o’clock to-morrow afternoon. The ticket is paid for. You will have to change planes at Paris. It might be a good thing if you called at the Air France office in the morning to give them any particulars they may need. That is all …” He got up and held out his hand. “It has been a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Conway. I do not think you will come back here, so this is good-bye—and good luck!”


    He smiled, picked up his hat and cane, and walked primly out of the bar.


    Once Venizelos had gone, it became much harder to believe in the bizarre and improbable episode. Several times Conway’s hand strayed to his pocket, seeking reassurance that he hadn’t been dreaming, that the encounter had actually taken place. But the money was there all right, crisp and comforting. For a while he sat on in a pleasant glow. Whatever happened now, he would get out of Accra. Whatever happened, he would have a little capital to fall back on. His sombre outlook had been transformed at a stroke.


    Back at the Rest House, the glow persisted. The prospect of meeting Venizelos’s principal and learning what he had to propose intrigued him enormously. The slight cloak-and-dagger atmosphere was stimulating. He felt no serious worry about the possibility of danger, since he was not yet committed to anything. For a long while he speculated, enjoyably but fruitlessly, on what the proposition might be. There was so little to go on that he couldn’t even make a wild guess. But he continued to mull over it through most of the hot night.


    In the morning he put his affairs in order. It still seemed worth while to try and get some of Tara’s contents back, so he kept his appointment with the contractor and agreed on a figure for the salvage attempt, which he paid. He called at the Air France office and gave his passport particulars, and afterwards he went on a shopping spree and re-equipped himself. By three o’clock, when the plane took off, he looked and felt a new man.


    In the air, his sense of excitement grew. He had never flown before, and he found it exhilarating. Rushing north across French West Africa gave him an unaccustomed feeling of importance, as though the speed of the aircraft were in some way related to his mission. By the time he reached Paris, he could almost believe that he was engaged on vital business. In Tara he had never felt that anything was particularly vital, except to make a landfall in the end. He enjoyed the contrast. He enjoyed the change in the weather too. In Paris it was hot for September, but Conway found it deliciously cool and dry after the close humidity of Accra. Even Biarritz felt cool when he arrived there on the second evening. He checked in at the Superbe, where a balconied room overlooking the sea had been reserved for him. So far, he reflected, his way could scarcely have been smoother if he had been a visiting potentate. He took a shower, had a leisurely drink in the open-air bar outside the hotel, and dined in sybaritic luxury. Afterwards he strolled through the gay, glittering streets, seeing as much of the place as he could in case his visit should be short. At ten minutes to nine he sought directions for Biarritz Ville station, and at nine he was standing at the foot of the lift with a copy of Figaro held prominently in his left hand. He had scarcely time to glance around him before a short, burly man approached. “Mister Conway?” he asked. Conway nodded. “Please! said the man, and led the way out through the swing doors. A shiny limousine stood empty at the kerb. The man opened the rear door, and Conway climbed in and sank down on the plushy seat.


    In a few seconds they were out of the town and running north at high speed along the main coast road. Conway could see little from the car except a confusion of lights, but at some point on the route his eye was caught by a signpost that said “Frontiere, 23.” That would be the Spanish border, of course. It made him wonder. Was it, perhaps, some smuggling enterprise he was expected to take part in?—or was the proximity of the frontier just an accident? He thought of asking the chauffeur where they were making for, but it seemed hardly worthwhile. He’d know before long, anyway—and whatever sort of ride he was being taken on, he had no choice but to go through with it now. He sat back. The car sped smoothly on. Very soon they were entering another small town—St. Jean de Luz, the sign said. Almost at once they, stopped. Conway caught the glint of water, and against the lights of the surrounding buildings he saw what appeared to be the masts of fishing vessels. The car had pulled up close beside some inner harbour. As he got out another man approached, nodding to the chauffeur. He was wearing a white-topped cap and a white uniform, and looked like a very smart ship’s officer. “Quickly, sir, if you please,“ he said, in an accent that reminded Conway of Venizelos. Conway followed him to the quayside, where an expensive-looking launch lay motionless under the wall. As Conway stepped down, a second uniformed officer touched an engine switch, and in a matter of seconds they were away, passing under a bridge and out of the inner basin. Beyond, there was another basin, leading in turn to a spacious outer harbour. The launch put on speed. Behind them, the town rose splendidly in a great amphitheatre of light. Ahead, Conway could make out the masthead lamps and gleaming ports of a ship at anchor. Soon it took shape as a large steam yacht. The launch glided alongside. A white-coated steward was waiting at the top of the steps to usher the visitor aboard. Conway followed him across the deck and down a companion-way to a luxuriously appointed saloon. The steward stood back to let him enter, and Conway heard the door close softly behind him.
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