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• CHAPTER ONE •


THE HOTEL MIRASIERRA lies approximately one-half mile to the south of the onetime fishing village of Torremolinos, in the province of Malaga, Andalusia, Spain. The region is called the Costa del Sol, the Sun Coast, and until the middle 1950’s was unknown as a retreat for the hedonistic. Franco’s Civil War, and later World War II, postponed its discovery, and then in the years following the war Spanish poverty was such that few outsiders were prone to brave the country’s shortcomings.

But there is a magnetic quality in poverty-stricken lands. Labor is cheap, prices are low, existence likely to be less than hectic for the foreigner with even a minimum income. The artist, the retiree on a limited budget, the seeker of cheap liquor and still cheaper sexual gratification, begin to drift in. Thus Torremolinos by 1955 had become a lazy art colony. The hangouts were but two, the Bar Central and Manolo’s; at the Central you could get a martini for fifteen cents, American, and at Manolo’s a glass of white wine, inevitably served with a few boiled shrimp in the way of tapa, for three cents. A villa went for about twenty-five dollars a month, and a maid to keep it up for eight dollars.

That was in the mid-1950’s. By the early 1960’s Torremolinos had become the new place to zero in for the international set, the bohemians, the alcoholic-oversexed-pleasure-driven, and, finally, the ultimate of these, the newly acclaimed Jet Set. Those who had originally come for the cheapness of living in the excellent climate, the scenic beauty, drifted off in search of a new bargain paradise.

The Mirasierra was the most recently opened of a score of luxury hotels which were a-blooming between Torremolinos and Marbella. In Spain hotel prices are strictly controlled. From First Class A down to Pension Third Class and the guest knows exactly where he stands; all rates must be openly displayed behind the room’s door. However, this does not apply to deluxe establishments such as the Mirasierra. At the Mirasierra the management is free to charge whatever the traffic will bear and in the early 1960’s the traffic bore up like Atlas.

Larry Land, his Rolleiflex over one shoulder and his gadget bag over the other, entered the lobby and headed for the desk of the concierge. No, they call them portiers in Spain. Concierge in France, Italy and in most of Europe, but in England hall porter, and in Spain portier — that hotel functionary of all duties who is unknown in the States but shouldn’t be. Larry noticed in wry amusement that the doorman hadn’t bothered to play his part for him. The first day and the second he had, but now it was realized that the easygoing, informally attired American wasn’t a guest. Next, they’d be telling him to go to the service entrance.

However, Paco gave him his usual teeth-gleaming welcome. Instructions had come from the front office for the portier to cooperate with Señor Land. Publicity is publicity, even when it appears in that far-off, exotic nation, the U.S.A., pronounced in Spain use-ah.

Larry tried it once again in Spanish. “Como estás hoy, Paco? Hay algun negocio para mí?”

Paco stared at him in fascination, but shook his head. “Clearly, we must speak English, Señor Land. How many years did you say you studied the language of Spain in your American schools?”

“Three,” Larry growled, only partially in amusement. “Two in high school, one at the university. Straight A’s.”

“Fantastico,” Paco said. “Straight what?”

“I got high marks,” Larry told him. “Anything for me today?”

Paco took up some papers. “There is Señor Fredric Brown and his wife, from Los Angeles, which is in the American province of California.”

Larry shook his head impatiently. “I told you, the big cities are no good for me.”

“Clearly. But is this Los Angeles so big? I was of the opinion that it was a small city on the outskirts of Hollywood where they make the cinema.”

“That was the good old days,” Larry told him. “Who else?”

“Señor and Señora Bakewell from Boston, which is in the province of Massachusetts. Is that the manner in which it is pronounced?”

“No,” Larry said. “That city’s too big also. What else?”

“Few Americans registered yesterday. I am afraid, Señor Land. The only other is Señora Loraine, from Lincoln — ”

“In the province of Nebraska,” Larry finished for him. “That sounds possible. Can I use your phone?” He reached for it, even as Paco waved his hand in invitation and stepped away politely so as not to listen to the conversation.

Señora Loraine was in Suite Two. The voice that answered was pitched low and had a fuzz, either a voice newly out of sleep or feeling alcohol rather early in the morning. It couldn’t have been more than ten o’clock. Larry said, “Mrs. Loraine? My name is Lawrence Land. “I’m a … well, a photographer-reporter working for the Lincoln Press. I wonder if you could spare me a few minutes for a brief interview and a photo?”

“Press? Allah watch over us,” the voice slurred. “Is old Jed Burns to the point where he’s got a reporter in Torremolinos?”

“I don’t work full time for the Press,” Larry told her. “I’d like to tell you about it if you can spare a few minutes.”

“Come on up. Have a drink. Have a flock of drinks. There’s nobody here but little Marcella, and it’s getting on the lonesome side.”

“Be right there,” Larry said, hanging up. He looked at Paco. “Suite Two?”

“All the way up, Señor Land. There are two suites on the top floor.”

“Moses!” Larry said over his shoulder, on the way to the elevators. “You mean she’s got half the top floor?”

Paco didn’t answer. Employees of such establishments as the Mirasierra didn’t discuss guests. Certainly not one whose bill for a single night would pay the wages of such as Paco Hernandez for three months.

She met him at the door and it occurred to Larry Land that this woman was occupying the suite all alone. Not even a maid. Why in the world didn’t she get a room, or, at most, a smaller suite?

His first take of Marcella Loraine inclined him to reverse his terminology. Not woman, but girl. His second, and more thorough, appraisal reversed opinion still again. Woman, not girl.

She was, he decided, say, thirty. It was hard to tell these days especially when they had as much money as Marcella Loraine obviously commanded. Say thirty. An Anita Ekberg type, but brunette. Too brunette to be real. The hair was jet, and she was conscious enough of her points, both good and bad, to realize the new styles were not for her. She had compromised, which was fine with Larry Land, his personal opinion being that Brigitte Bardot could drop dead for what she’d done to women’s hair and making the pout of mouth de rigueur.

She held a glass in hand and was obviously tight, but that didn’t prevent her from projecting herself as one of the most gorgeous hunks of femininity Larry Land had seen for quite a time. Hunk was the word, rather than bit, since she was far from tiny. She was in negligee. Negligee that must have cost a bucket of bucks in the most exclusive of shops in either Paris or Rome. Crumpled up, he suspected he could have taken every stitch she wore into his hand and so closed his fist that he could have hidden its contents. The urge was upon him to whistle, though it was hardly the place or time. The material was such that he couldn’t quite decide whether or not he could see the darkness of her nipples, the darkness of her shrine.

She turned and led him back into the suite, her firm bottom as welcome a treat as her breasts had been a moment earlier. “Come on in and have a drink. I’m all alone. Christ, but I hate to be alone. What’d you say your name was?” She waved vaguely at a well-stocked portable bar.

“Land,” Larry said. “Lawrence Land. No thanks, Miss Loraine. Too early for me.”

She sank into a double-sized, overstuffed chair and waved with her half-empty glass at the bar. “Don’t be polite. Try some of that Scotch. Former husband of mine, otherwise a bastard, keeps me supplied. Lives up in Edinburgh. You ever been in Edinburgh?”

“No,” Larry said. He left his camera and gadget bag on a sofa and went over to the bar and made himself a light one, if only to keep the peace. He’d have to get rolling on this or he wouldn’t have time to make other contacts at other hotels this morning.

“Praise Allah,” she muttered. “It’s a dirty hole. What the hell’s all this about you working for me?”

At that, he turned and scowled at her, while still dropping ice cubes in his glass. “Working for you?”

“You said you were on the Press. I own the Press. Lincoln, Nebraska, Press. Loses about fifty thousand a year. No wonder, with old Jed sending reporters to Spain.”

Larry laughed. “Look, Miss Loraine — ”

“Mrs. Loraine. In fact, Contessa di Loraine, if we’ve got to be formal. Sit down … what’d you say your name was?” She finished her drink and looked at the glass vaguely, as though resentful it was empty.

He sat on the monstrous couch. He said, “Larry Land. Actually, I sometimes work for the Press. That is, I sell them photos. But I also work for a hundred other papers. Well, a thousand other papers.”

She squinted puzzlement at him. She wished she could put her glasses on long enough to get a better look at him. From his hazy outline, he appeared to be one beautiful piece of man. It took the States to turn out his kind of man. Well, Sweden and Norway, too.

Larry tried to make it brief. “I’m fresh out of school. Decided to spend a year or so in Europe before getting into harness. However, financing it was a problem. So this is how I solved it.”

“Just out of school?” she said blankly. “You don’t look that young. How about another drink?” She held her glass in his direction.

He got up to make one for her, assuming she was drinking the same Scotch she had recommended to him. He said, over his shoulder, “I did graduate work. Took a master’s. I’m not as young as all that. Anyway, I’m an amateur photographer. Not too amateur. I helped work my way through Berkeley doing part-time photography for one of the San Francisco papers.” While he was at it, he added another slug of whiskey to his own glass. It was by far the best Scotch he had ever tasted, although Lawrence Land was hardly an authority on pot-still malt whiskey.

He handed her the glass, returned to the sofa. “Anyway, I have this publisher’s guide which lists every newspaper and magazine in the States. When I get to a town, like Torremolinos, where I figure on staying a month or so, I go around to the tourist hotels and make a deal with the management. They get publicity out of it. I get the names of all Americans who register with them.”

He took another jolt of the whiskey and went on. “Okay, they let me know that Mr. and Mrs. Joseph Blow, of Damn Site, Idaho, have just registered. I approach the Blows and ask to take their photographs. Something picturesque with Spanish-type architecture in the near background and the Mediterranean, complete with lanteen-rigged fishing boats in the far background. They’re happy to cooperate, almost everybody likes to get their picture taken. I look up the name of the newspaper in Damn Site, Idaho, and send the editor a print for his society page. The caption reads something like ‘Mr. and Mrs. Joseph Blow, of this city, who are currently touring Europe, pictured at the Mirasierra Hotel in romantic Torremolinos.’”

She slurred. “What’d they pay you? It can’t be much.”

“It isn’t. Anywhere from as low as two dollars to as much as fifteen. You see, the big newspapers aren’t interested in that kind of shot. Just the weeklies and little dailies in smaller towns. But you’ve got to realize I take as many as ten or twenty such pics a day and about half the editors buy. Besides, sometimes these people want copies themselves and I make a few extra bucks having some enlargements made up for them. Prices are cheap over here, I manage to pay my expenses.”

Marcella Loraine wavered to her feet and made the trip to the bar herself this time. She came back with the bottle, freshened up his drink with a hearty slug, put the bottle on a coffee table and sat herself down next to him.

His physical specifications lived up to her expectations. He had an easygoing, craggy handsomeness something like that of Gregory Peck. But Allah, he couldn’t be more than twenty-five or so. A mere boy. However.

She eyed him in amusement. “So when you saw my name on the register down below, you decided I was one more tourist from Lincoln, Nebraska.” She allowed herself to grow careless with the neckline of her diaphanous negligee.

Suddenly it came to him. The Contessa Marcella di Loraine. At least, that was her current name. Larry Land didn’t keep up with the society gossip pages, nor those bated-breath columnists who devoted themselves to the international set. However, you couldn’t go through life without reading from time to time of the heiress of the Edmonds department stores fortune and her escapades marrying and divorcing European aristocrats — and a Moroccan, for that matter, some sheik or something.

He looked at her again, frowning. But she was supposed to have a grown son. He remembered something about the boy just coming of age. He was the scion of a Swedish, or Danish, or something, prince that Marcella Edmonds had once remained wedded to long enough to conceive. She must be, well, at least in her late thirties to have a grown son. She didn’t look that old. He took some more of the whiskey and was beginning to feel it. Continental breakfasts are on the light side, and his stomach was all but empty.

Larry said, “I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you, Mrs. — that is, Contessa.” He laughed suddenly. “What do you call a Contessa?”

His laugh had a masculine timber that affected her. It was as though a man’s hand had run across her belly in caress. She said, humorously rueful, “Your Grace, or something. I forget.” Her drink-vague eyes went sloe. “Call me Marcella — Marcie, if you wish.” She paused, infinitesimally, but it added suggestion to her words.

“Although I usually reserve that for my … intimates.”

It was as though the air bore elements of musk.

It was possibly the most single startling thing that had ever happened to Marcella Loraine in her life. At one moment the young man next to her was quiet, easygoing, you might have said shy. Then, as though triggered by some posthypnotic word, his eyes flashed almost madly, she thought, and he was reaching for her.

Yes, admittedly, she had been flaunting herself at him. Had deliberately made the most of her not inconsiderable womanly charms, allowed her already inadequate clothing to become disarrayed. In the back of her mind possibly she had already decided to take advantage of his presence. Had decided to build up the situation until she was ready to surrender, and then lead him to her bed. Marcella Loraine was not exactly sexless.

But this!

Without immediate provocation, without all the give-and-take preliminary words and sex play. Without — without anything!

In the act of love — or of lust — Larry Land was untutored, not to say crude.

The Contessa Marcella di Loraine was not used to crudity in her lovers. Not for long years had she been in the arms of other than sophisticates. A dozen, a score, of lovers had caressed, kissed, manipulated, petted, admired, adored her body since the last one had dared be rude with it.

Now, suddenly, her negligible clothing was torn away and she was pressed onto her back, the roughness of the sofa’s material rasping against tender flesh. Her breasts were bared, her legs being wedged apart by his own, even as he fumbled in high agitation at his confining clothes.

Her eyes were wide, she was suddenly sober, she opened her mouth to scream protest — and his hand tightened over it. He had succeeded in pulling away his clothing sufficiently to allow for his advance, and now he was rampant. He was huge, she told herself, even as her eyes rolled upward at the masochistic thrill of his penetration. He was huge and it was at though her body, unprepared by preliminary love play, were being torn apart.

She had expected, so maladroit was his approach, so obviously inexperienced his technique — if technique it could be called — the ordeal to last but moments. Art in that act of love comes through endless experience, and art there must be for a woman to achieve fulfillment. Since there was to be no fulfillment, she was sure, she steeled herself against her emotions being fully aroused. This slob must not be allowed to arouse her. She’d be a nervous wreck the rest of the day. She must forget her body needs. This was rape. Pleasure and gratification were not to be expected.

But she had failed to realize the twist in Lawrence Land’s erotic makeup, nor could she have been expected to. He stroked long and hard, brutally perhaps, but there seemed no school-lad quickness of spending. In fact, once the surprise of the attack had worn away, the languor of love began slowly to suffuse her. But no! She tried to hold back. The clod would be finished in moments and she left unsatisfied.

But the moments went by, and the minutes, and slowly passion ebbed up and over her and as though the flood would drown all beneath it. Up and up, and yes! Yes! Over and over and over. And then falling away, a retreat to languor. And now she could not but join him, adapting her own movements to his rough, driving methods, his deep lunging of attack. And then, up and up, and over again. The ebb and flow of passion. The greatest of heights, the unbelievable, all but death, heights. And then away again.

He was saying something, and for a moment, so slack were mind and body that she couldn’t make it out. She shook her head and looked up at him. He was standing.

He growled, lust heavy in his voice, “A bedroom. Where’s the bedroom? This couch gets … in the way.”

She managed to come to her feet and took him by the hand. She was nude, and he flung away his own clothing as they progressed to her bedroom. It hadn’t been made up as yet, was still rumpled from her hours of sleep.

She murmured, hesitantly, “Larry … darling … would you like a drink … before the next time?”

He growled something she didn’t make out, and they were in bed and he was driving into her again. Fiercely, mercilessly.

The Contessa Marcella di Loraine had no idea how long a time elapsed before finally she pleaded for surcease. And then, even as he scowled down at her as though thwarted at her calling a halt, she fell into bottomless sleep.

• • •

Larry Land stared down at her for a long moment. She’d been the first woman he’d had for some time. Come to think of it, only the second in the six months he had been over here. He relaxed back on the pillow and put his hands under his head and stared at the blankness of the ceiling. Not that there hadn’t been ample opportunity. The fact of the matter was, sex wasn’t as important as all that.

He knew his outlook wasn’t exactly normal. No, that wasn’t the term. Not exactly average. What was normal and abnormal in sex was a moot question, as Kinsey, among others, had long since proven. One man’s abnormality was another’s normality. It was based on a good many factors. The century in which you lived, the social group to which you belonged, the country in which you resided and its mores.

For instance, he recalled reading an article which dealt with some of the laws pertaining to sex in various of the American states. In one state the law provided for a prison term for any persons performing the sex act in other than the normal position. The law didn’t bother to define what the normal position was. In other states, several of them, homosexuality could be punished by death. Of course, there was the opposite extreme. In Morocco, as in ancient Greece, homosexuality was not considered abnormal, and no one bothered to think twice about a man who lived the usual married life but occasionally went out with a boy, just as a sort of a treat.

But he knew he was other than average. Actually, though he enjoyed the act well enough when indulging in it, he would have just as well have spent a few hours of hunting, fishing or, say, mountain climbing, with or without companionship, than bedding the most lusty sex symbol in Hollywood. It just didn’t make that much difference to him.

He didn’t know if he was born feeling the way he did or if it was a result of environment and experience. As he thought about it, he rather decided it was his experience in the field of love.

What had been the first? The very first?

Well, other than the childish play of prepuberty of the you show me yours, and I’ll show you mine variety, his first experience had probably been with Giggling Gertie on the floor of the playroom of her house. He could still recall the ping-pong table, looming above them. Gertrude. He couldn’t remember her last name. The gang all called her Giggling Gertie, that irritating quality particularly coming out when she was at parent-forbidden experimentation of the nature most of Larry’s companions had tried with Giggling Gertie at one time or the other. They had let him know what he was missing. Giggling Gertie was putting out.

As he looked back through time, Larry Land decided that it had been that very quality of hers that had led to his failure. He couldn’t bear her inane giggling. To him it was a serious enough project to begin with, and on top of other anxieties her parents were upstairs probably wondering why they couldn’t hear the ping-pong ball bouncing back and forth. And her giggling. Briefly, it turned out a farce. Her lying there, her legs spread awkwardly, gawkily, and him trying to perform that hardest and easiest of all acts man is called upon to perform in his short span. And the more upset he became, the more she resorted to spasms of giggling.

Even now, more than ten years later, he couldn’t find humor in the situation.

He must have been sixteen the next time. Seventeen? No, he must have still been sixteen. He was still in high school, in El Monte, or had the family already moved to Alhambra by that time? At any rate, he’d come to the conclusion that it was time he lost his virginity, if only so that he could join in the conversation that seemingly preoccupied half the time of his associates.

The girl — he couldn’t remember her name now, of course — had been a whore. He had found out only later that she was a tyro in her trade, one of the few who entered the oldest profession largely because of her love of her work. And that factor had undoubtedly resulted in the gaucherie that developed. A more hardened and experienced pro would have been easier on him.

Only after soliciting him had she realized his youth. And, once realizing it, couldn’t leave it alone. Even as she led him to the motel from which she operated, she must use such phrases as robbing the cradle, and twitting him about spending his allowance on this sort of thing. By the time they had disrobed, his irritation at her was as strong as his building lust.

Actually, she couldn’t have been much older than he. Sixteen, and her body, made for the act of love, was still unaffected by the profession she had chosen. But she couldn’t leave him alone. Subconsciously, Larry suspected now in hindsight, she probably feared failure to find gratification herself, and her nymphomaniacal needs were paramount. So she must make irritating gags, rag him, worry at him. Some of her digs came back to him now.

“Kids your age can’t jazz right on account of you use your hand too much.”

He hadn’t understood. As he fumbled with her, in awe at the mystery of the feminine form, this first time revealed to him, her half-whine, half-attempt at humor, didn’t get through.

She said, in ire herself, undoubtedly at his awkwardness, “You kids can’t swing because you spend too much juice laying Madam Thumb and her four daughters.”

It came through to him then, and he flushed his embarrassment. And when she saw it, she laughed, shrilly and coarsely. He had never met with coarseness in a woman before. His life had been such that all adult females with whom he had come in contact were ladies, as the genteelism would have it.

She must have said something even further, which didn’t come back to him now, and then anger welled up and with it lust such as he had never known. And of a sudden he was upon her, his maleness raging, and he driving deep, hard, unrelenting. And, as it turned out, all but unceasingly. He brought her to climax four, five, six times before he spent. And then all but immediately again, and still again, until finally after five raging times in all she pleaded for an end, her face pale. Long since her body had ceased to move with him, had no more than lain prone suffering his relentless jabbing.

His next experience had added fuel to his growing phobia. He had taken his date to a dance, during their senior high school year. There had been some surreptitiously circulated pint bottles, and neither of them used to more than an occasional glass of sweet wine. They had wound up on the grass of the golf course, and, ineptly, he had finished first. Flo — that had been her name, he recalled now, Florence — had been tight enough to be indignant and snapped something about his selfishness, and then the lust exploded and he was upon her again, though he had climaxed but a moment earlier. Upon her and raging, driving, plunging. And over and over again she experienced that which she had accused him of failing to bring her.

The pattern was set. There was that in him that had a literal dread of inadequacy in the act of love. There was that in him that must needs call upon resources that he didn’t actually possess, that no physically normal man possessed, in order to assure that his companion of the bed reached full satisfaction and satiety. He would rather by far abstain completely than face a situation in which his partner was less than fulfilled, and overly fulfilled.

• • •

Larry Land brought himself back to the present and to reality. His eyes went to Marcella Loraine, asleep in exhaustion. Asleep, Marcella was unable to take the precautions necessary to hide the long years of alcohol, of hedonistic living, of promiscuity. He no longer wondered at her having a grown son. The Contessa Marcella di Loraine was no spring chicken. Larry felt the slight edge of revulsion he almost always felt after one of his sexual satiation bouts.

He quietly arose, gathered his clothes, dressed, and, securing camera and gadget bag, let himself from the suite.
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