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Chapter One

Friday, August 5th

Steven Philip Cogswell awakened and grunted discomfort. He opened one eye experimentally, then closed it again. On the pillow next to his was a blonde head. He forced himself to think back.

The party last night at the contessa’s. But a blonde? What blonde? As he recalled, he’d started the evening with a petite brunette up from Cannes. He tried to remember the blondes who had been present. Maggie Fontaine, Betty Smith-Browne, and that German baroness or whatever she was. But none of them had been this blonde.

He opened his eyes again, both of them this time. Holy smokes, it was Conny’s girl friend! The Greek was going to be sore as a slipped disc. Steve looked at her distastefully, which was characteristic enough. He couldn’t bear the sight of a girl the morning afterward. What had ever gotten into him!

Constantine Kamiros was a long-time friend and he’d been hot after this wench. It was a dirty trick to pull on the Greek, especially since Steve Cogswell couldn’t have cared less. A blonde was just one more blonde on the Côte d’Azur in season.

There was probably no stretch of shoreline in the world with more feminine pulchritude per square foot than that lying between Marseille at one end and Menton, on the Italian border, at the other.

On top of everything else, the girl was one of Steve’s clients, one of the Far Away Holiday tourists down from London on the luxury package holiday. This was her second week on the Riviera. Conny had talked her into extending her stay. Talked her was a gentle way of putting it. The Greek gambler and shipping magnate had been lavishing presents on the girl as though he meant to marry her.

Steve pursed his lips unhappily, trying to remember what had happened. As was usual at one of Carla Rossi’s parties, he’d gotten well stoned. It came back to him now.

He’d been drinking French Seventy-fives. What was the formula? One jigger of dry gin, one-third jigger of lemon juice, one teaspoon of powdered sugar; pour into a tall glass one-half full of cracked ice and fill with chilled Champagne. They were bad enough but he hadn’t the good sense to stick to them. Dave Shepherd, that fluttery limp-wrist had come up with a bottle of absinthe he’d smuggled in from his last trip to Tangiers and they’d all had to try it. The illegal green liqueur, complete with its wormwood base, had tasted like ordinary Pernod — but it hadn’t the same effect.

What was the wise crack Dave had made? Absinthe makes the heart grow fonder. Well, he was right. The stuff was an aphrodisiac if there ever was one.

Steve looked at the girl again. Her back was to him, her hair spilled disorderly over the whiteness of the pillow, one arm outside the sheet and the greater part of one rounded breast proudly exposing itself. She was obviously nude beneath the bedclothes. The Greek had good taste, Steve Cogswell decided sourly. The girl was lushly beautiful.

It was still early. Steve could tell that from the light that streamed in the window of his house trailer — caravans, they called them over here. He shifted quietly, not wanting to wake her. Just as sure as certainty, if she awoke she’d expect a repetition of last night’s erotic activity, and, frankly, Steve Cogswell wasn’t up to it.

He was no more up to love-making in the morning than he was up to early morning drinking. He couldn’t stand the sight of the stuff, and he meant that both ways. He could have spurned a composite of Cleopatra and Helen of Troy — the morning after.

Why not face it? he told himself glumly. It wasn’t just the fact that it was morning. He couldn’t stand the sight of a women — any woman — once he’d bedded her. The very thought of a repeat performance, the following day or the following week, was all the same. He simply couldn’t bear the sight of them.

He wondered if his smoking a cigarette would awaken her. He just couldn’t lie here motionless. In half an hour he’d have an excuse for deserting her; he’d have to round up his tourists and get them ready for the return flight to London.

His cigarettes were in the little stand at the head of the bed. There were two packs, one of Camels, one of the local Gauloise. He loathed the French brand, but his supply of American cigarettes was running distressingly low.

He’d have to talk one of the sailors over at Villefranche, the Sixth Fleet base, out of another carton, which was highly illegal, of course. But American cigarettes in France, if bought at a regular tobacconist’s, cost a fortune.

He decided that the first cigarette of the day deserved to be a good one and, moving as little as possible, shook a Camel from its pack. There was a box of matches next to the cigarettes. He struck one, swore bitterly under his breath. What was there about France that she couldn’t produce decent matches? Instead of wood for the match-sticks they used paper wrapped with wax. He struck another and made it this time.

Steve drew the first breath of life-giving smoke into his lungs, let it drift slowly through his nostrils. He looked from the side of his eyes at the girl. She had shifted slightly, was more nearly on her back. Her left breast was completely exposed now, its tip so red that Steve wondered whether or not she had put a cosmetic on it.

He couldn’t care less. Just the sight of her next to him was all but nauseating. He wondered if it were always going to be this way. Put all your charm, all your energy and persuasiveness into convincing the girl that she was what you’d been looking for all your days. That nothing was more important than that they fulfill destiny by uniting in that most intimate relationship possible between two persons. Finally overwhelm all her defenses — not that most of them on the Riviera erected much in the way of defenses — and take her to bed.

And then kick her out in the morning.

Of course, it hadn’t always been so. How long was it now? About five years. He wasn’t a tourist representative then, living in a trailer parked upon an estate on the outskirts of Beaulieu, living a hedonistic bachelor’s existence and probably undermining his health with too little exercise, too much drink, too much smoking and too many overly willing women. He was, face it, little more than an international bum now.

Then he’d been Mr. Steven Philip Cogswell, partner in the firm of Gunther & Cogswell, Efficiency Consultants.

• • •

Steve Cogswell had known Martin Gunther for the greater part of their lives. The Gunther family had moved to El Monte, in southern California, when the boys were in the third and fifth grades respectively. A difference of two years is a considerable one at the age of eight and ten and Steve’s first memories of Mart were those of an older kid who wasn’t above imposing his will on his physical juniors.

However, by the time they were both attending the high school in Alhambra they’d managed to become buddies and there had been such shared experiences as the time they’d hitchhiked down to Tia Juana, in Mexico, without their parents’ knowledge.

The two had considered themselves best friends by the time Mart Gunther went off to Columbia, back East, to study journalism. They’d corresponded off and on and then resumed the acquaintanceship when Steve took up studies for time-and-motion engineering at M.I.T.

It had been during a chance meeting, when both were working on assignments in Kingston, in upstate New York, that they’d hit upon the idea for their firm. Over beer in the Hofbrau Bar, they had given each other a rundown on their dissatisfaction with their present positions.

Steve was convinced that working for someone else was a mug’s game if you had it on the ball to make a go of it by yourself. Mart was of the opinion that in a world that was becoming increasingly automated and efficient the newspaper field was falling behind and using methods more suited to the period preceding the First World War than that following the Second.

The idea must have hit them both at the same time. They stared at each other. Mart flicked a finger to the bartender for two more steins of beer, and they settled down to plan the firm of Gunther & Cogswell, Efficiency Consultants, specializing in the modernization of newspapers and publishing houses.

They’d had about five thousand dollars apiece to invest and it hadn’t been enough, actually. Either that or the breaks hadn’t come as quickly as they’d expected. In spite of the fact that they’d knocked themselves out trying to prove themselves, their jobs were far between.

What they needed was the one good chance. Just one fair-sized daily that would allow them to prove the value of installing the latest of printing equipment, redesigning the layout of pressroom floors, of bringing IBM machines into the accounting department — of all the hundred and one things they’d worked out in detail to cut both labor and equipment to a hone of efficiency.

The money melted away into office expenditures and into lengthy trips, usually undertaken by Steve, to interview this publisher, that editor, this manager of a newspaper chain. It melted away, and Steve watched it go and became increasingly tense, increasingly desperate, as he tried to prove himself.

He knew the idea was good; he was convinced of the validity of the basis of their firm. Already the journalistic field was feeling the pressure of radio and TV competition to the point where, unless changes were made, the newspaper would rapidly become a vestige of yesteryear.

There’d been just the three of them. Martin Gunther, Steven Cogswell and Mary Ballentine, the office girl. Four, counting Fay, who by this time was Steve’s wife. Mart remained a bachelor.

Yes, you couldn’t miss counting Fay. Fay Hanlon from Boston. Fay of the long legs, the striking body, the soft mouth, the arrogant breasts, the easy grace and practiced grooming, the air of the New England aristocrat, the Massachusetts accent so similar to the British. Yes, Fay the Boston aristocrat who had actually been born in the Chelsea section of town, the daughter of an Irish ward heeler. What Fay had, Fay had fought hard to get; every carefully pronounced word, every gesture of the gentlewoman, had been learned, not born into Fay.

But it took knowing her well, oh, so well, before you found that out.

You met Fay in the company of Boston’s better people. You were charmed by her interests which so coincided with your own, by her keen perceptions, by her earnest beliefs in the things that counted.

You wondered how so attractive a girl could bother to be intellectually aware as well. Not, of course, that you ever forget her body, her heavy lips, her smoldering eyes — even while discussing politics and religion, art and ambition, and the true meaning of it all.

Steve remembered it so clearly.

He had taken his courage in hand and blurted, “Look, Miss Hanlon, I know I’m a bit out of line. We’ve only known each other a couple of hours but, well …”

Her eyes were wide; puzzled, but friendly. “Yes, Mr. Cogswell?”

Steve said, “Well, I’d like to see more of you.”

She gestured vaguely, still puzzled, toward their host and hostess. “Why, I’m sure that through such mutual friends as the Morgans we’ll cross paths from time to time.”

“Well, look … I’m largely a stranger in town. I was — well, actually thinking of a date. Perhaps take in the Pop Opera some evening and then …”

Fay Hanlon seemed embarrassed by his impetuosity. “I don’t know what to say, really. We’re hardly acquainted, you know.”

“Yes, but …” Steve had pursued eagerly.

And then, after the third date, he recalled how he had kissed her good night in front of the ultra-respectable woman’s club in which she lived. Her lips had been soft, as they must be soft with such fullness, and her eyes, which smoldered so easily, had registered surprise, almost shock.

She had looked up at him for a moment, then down. She said, demurely, “But, Mr. Cogswell … Steven …”

He was taken aback by his own boldness. “I suppose I shouldn’t have done that. I couldn’t help myself, Fay.”

She touched her lips with the tips of her fingers, then giggled, uncharacteristically. “You know, Steven, I don’t believe I have been kissed since we played spin-the-bottle during a party in my grammar school days. My parents were furious when they found out.” She turned quickly and sped into the building, calling a cheery good night.

Steve had stood looking after her, long after the door had closed.

Then, several months later, an evening had exploded into sex. There had been a rented convertible and Fay had gone much further than ever before. This was not the stolen kiss, this was not a brief moment of gentle, awkward caresses. This was Fay, a woman with a woman’s needs, her dress hiked up to her hips, her voice moaning as he stroked her soft flesh.

Getting to the motel on the outskirts of Lynn and registering there, was all a blur. The only thing that registered on his mind was Fay.

He had never undressed a girl before. Nor undressed before one. His experience with sex had been minimal. Steve Cogswell had kept himself busy with schooling and then work. But she helped him, her eyes closed tightly and her voice incoherent.

“Steven, darling Steven. Please don’t hurt me. You won’t hurt me, will you, Steven?”

He had hoarsely tried to reassure her, even as his passion grew and he knew he was beyond the point where he could spare her. Then she was nude, all nude, and he, too, and for a moment he looked down on Fay. The breasts, the gently rounded belly, the cunning navel, the swell and glory of curved hips, the soft inner thighs, the long perfect legs.

Her eyes were closed, but she whispered, “I love you, Steven. It’s only because I love you.”

“I know,” he said as gently as he could make it, and lowered himself upon her as her arms went around him hugging him close to her aching nakedness.

He was awakened in the morning by the sounds of her blubbering.

Fay crying? Fay the self-possessed? Fay the collected? Fay the perfect lady?

“Darling, what’s the matter?” he had asked, bewildered.

Her eyes were tightly closed, her hands over her face, and it was difficult to make out the words that came through. “You’ll never want to marry me now that I’m ruined … now that I’m not a virgin any more. You’ll never respect me. Nobody will ever respect me…. I only allowed you, because I loved you…. I …”

Yes, Steve remembered it so clearly.

You looked at her in surprise, since you had never expected to see the self-possessed Fay in tears, not to speak of that cultured voice incoherent with shame and weeping. You told her about your love and respect, indeed your worship of her, and how the sooner you were married the better.

So you were wed. Steven Philip Cogswell, up-and-coming young efficiency engineer, with a good job with a good firm, a conscientious man well worth watching; and Fay Hanlon, of the Boston Hanlons, you know, an obvious aristocrat of the old school, undoubtedly of one of the very best families.

Fay hadn’t much liked the idea of Gunther & Cogswell. She had fitted into the suburban life she and Steve had lived while he was still with the engineering company and with a steady and adequate income. The salary hadn’t stretched quite so well as Steve had expected it to and Fay was continually suggesting he ask for raises. Still, she had been reasonably satisfied and Steve, of course, was head over heels in love with her.

A few illusions had dropped away with time. Fay wasn’t quite the intellectual he had thought, nor were her interests so much in common with his own as he had believed. But she was still Fay and far and away the most attractive woman in the set in which they moved. Besides, she was all a man could handle in bed; all and a bit more when you were worn out from a frustrating day bumping your head up against a brick wall consisting of old-fashioned editors, outworn union featherbedding regulations, and stubborn publishers.

Gradually there had built up too many of those scenes where she’d find him, papers strewn over the desk in his study, immersed in his latest projected layout for a potential customer.

“You’re not even dressed yet?” she’d say tightly.

“Dressed?” He’d look up at her vacantly. “Gosh, you look beautiful, honeybun.”

Her foot would begin to tap. “The Hansens are throwing a party tonight. You promised …”

“Good grief, I forgot.” His eyes would go desperate. “Look, Fay. I’ve simply got to have this ready tomorrow. As it is, I’ll be up until two or three o’clock. Why don’t you just go and make my apologies?”

Or, even worse, the times when he’d come stumbling home, eyes glazed with fatigue, to find Fay waiting for him, already in negligee. Fay had a way of letting something that had happened during the day stimulate her — some TV show she’d watched, perhaps a movie with a favorite sex-symbol male star. At times like this her needs were all-demanding, and increasingly often at times like this, it was impossible for Steve to give her fulfillment.

Then it had all fallen apart one day. All at once.

In memory, it was very clear.

Steve Cogswell had returned in the late afternoon from an unhappy interview with Mike Farnsworth, editor-in-chief of the Hammett chain of weeklies which spread over New England. The Hammett chain consisted of a score of small-town papers, but they sold ad space to the national advertisers as a bloc and thus were able to guarantee a total circulation of several hundred thousand.

Steve had tried to convince Farnsworth that the chain ought to carry this co-operation one step further. That the whole chain ought to be printed in one centrally located, ultra-modern shop, thus saving duplication of body type and ad setting, and all using the same cartoon strips, advice-to-the-lovelorn columns and such. Only the front page, the editorial page and local news would differ in each paper. It was a complicated scheme. Steve had worked it out in detail — but Mike Farnsworth hadn’t bought it.

Steve said to the office girl, “Back a day sooner than I’d expected, Mary. How’s it going?”

Mary Ballentine said, her voice strange, “Nothing new, Mr. Cogswell.”

“Where’s Mr. Gunther?”

“I dont know, sir.”

He frowned at her. “Do you have a cold or something, Mary?”

“No, sir.”

Steve said, “Fay’s not here either, huh? Wasn’t there work enough to keep her busy?”

“I suppose not.” Mary Ballentine refrained from looking at the large pile of mailing she had on her desk and at which she’d been busily working.

In a way, right then, Steve knew. His mind went blank, unthinking. He left the office without speaking further to Mary Ballentine, got into his car and drove home. He parked a half-block away and walked the remaining distance. He entered by the back door. It was a small house, but in a good neighborhood and ultra-modern throughout. They had been in it only six months. Nineteen years of payments still to go, Steve thought dully.

They hadn’t even had the decency to perform their sexual gyrations in some neutral zone. They were on the bed, in the bed, all over the bed — in Steve and Fay’s room.

Mart Gunther looked up, his face chalky, his eyes wide and stricken. “My God, Stevie,” he blurted, “I can explain this!”

That was too much. Too utterly, flatly, incongruously too much. Steve Cogswell began to laugh. A broken and all but hysterical laugh.

Save for one stocking and her garter belt, Fay was nude. Beautifully, wonderfully nude, as only Fay could be. The body, the one and only body, that Steve Cogswell had come to love so desperately.

Save for his small, tight, European-type briefs, Mart Gunther was nude too. Steve wondered, even as he laughed, what the other offered Fay that he, Steve, couldn’t.

The man was no Olympic star, physically. In fact, his waist was already getting on the heavy side, and his body, untouched by the sun this summer, was a lardy white.

It was obvious that the man had already been aroused by the time Steve Cogswell had entered the room. With the removal of the remaining stocking and the garter belt — a matter of moments probably, since the bed had a disheveled, clothes-strewn appearance that denoted passion and haste — their act of love would have been speedily consummated.

Act of love? Steve’s laughter choked off.

Raw, meaningless, animal sex. Two animal bodies grinding together, reaching the crest of emotional climax together. A sow in heat and a rutting boar to serve her. It had no more meaning than that.

Mart Gunther rolled away in such wise as to be at the far side of the bed from Steve. His face was pasty and his lips drawn back so that his teeth showed.

Had Steve likened him to a boar? A fearful rat was the better term. He was not even thinking in terms of protecting the woman with whom he’d been in lust the moment before.

“Now listen, Stevie,” he said again, his voice high. “Don’t do anything until you give me — us — a chance to explain.”

What did he expect, for Steve to begin shooting?

And that was when Fay had exploded.

Fay the aristocrat. Fay of the controlled voice. Fay of the Boston Hanlons. Fay the groomed. Fay the lady. To Steve’s confused mind came the meaningless phrase, Fay the Lily-Maid of Astolat.

Fay exploded and from her white lips, from that horrible gash in her hate-filled face, from that twisting, hating tongue came a stream of obscenity that sent Steve Cogswell back a full step in shock.

And then some of her sentences, her incoherent phrases, began to make sense.

“You cheap, undersexed jerk … You half-man … What have you got to complain about? … You can’t do it…. You can’t make a woman feel it, like it…. What the hell do you care if somebody else does the job for you? … Why, I’ve had kids in high school knew how to jazz better than you….

“All this crap about the beauty of my soul and this fiddling around, and petting, and admiring my goddess-like body like you call it…. My goddess-like body, hell … I’m a woman. A woman, understand? … Do you know what a woman is, you sad sack? … Get out of here! … Get out of here and let a man, a man with something on his mind besides work, work, work, do what a man’s supposed to do….

“To hell with your work … To hell with you sitting around in the evenings with your plans and your layouts and your — How I hate a man who can’t perform in the saddle! … How I’ve hated to be married to a cheap creep who doesn’t know how to handle a woman…. God, how I’ve loved cheating on you, Steven Philip Cogswell!”

There had been more. It was still going on when he stumbled from the room.

He hadn’t known. He hadn’t had the slightest idea …

• • •

Steve Cogswell finished his cigarette, staring up at the trailer’s ceiling as he smoked. Now the girl beside him was stirring. Confound it, he couldn’t remember her name. The tourists came down at the rate of sixty-seven a week, in season, and it was just beyond him to remember them all.

Of course, he’d been at the party with her the night before, but he couldn’t remember the night before. Not beyond the point when that fluttery Dave Shepherd had rung in the bottle of absinthe. Steve could only remember drinking the first frappé — and he’d probably had more.

The girl’s eyes opened and she smiled sleepily at him. “Morning, Steven,” she purred.

Purred was the correct word. She was a kitten. Blond as blond, wide and blue of eye. Rounded and silken white — in spite of the two weeks on the Riviera. Steve decided wryly that she’d probably spent more time in bed than on the beach.

Steve ground out the cigarette butt in the tray next to the bed and attempted to keep his voice pleasant. “We’ll have to get going,” he said “I’ve got to get all you holiday-makers together and down to Nice in time for the plane to London.”

The blonde pouted at him. “Don’t I even get a morning kiss, lover?” She half-closed her eyes, slumberously, but at the same time made a girlish attempt to cover her revealed breasts.

Steve rolled from the bed, relieved to find he was wearing the bottom half of pajamas. “You’re a glutton,” he told her, hoping his voice was light and that she wouldn’t take offense. “Look, I’ll slip into the bathroom first and get organized. I’m simply fanny-deep in work on a Friday morning. I’ve got to run into Monaco.”

“Not even time for a spot of breakfast?” she wailed.

He had pulled out a drawer and was fishing forth fresh clothing. Faded blue linen slacks, a Madras sport shirt — official attire on the Côte d’Azur. He brought out rope-soled sandals, colorful socks.

She was saying, looking about the small trailer room, “Goodness, you Yankees really take your caravans seriously. How large is this, anyway?”

“Twenty-eight feet,” Steve muttered. “It’s not considered particularly big in the States.”

“But a bathroom, and a fridge in the kitchen, and TV and armchairs there in the living room, and that little bar. Why, it’s just like a real home.”

“It’s the only home I’ve got,” Steve said drily. Damn, but he wished she’d shut up.

“And all aluminum,” she wondered. “Did you bring it from the States with you?”

He shook his head, his hand on the bathroom door. He had to be polite to this blister. It was bad policy for him to mess around with the Far Away Holidays clients. Antagonize one and they could put in a beef to the head office in London. Too many complaints and that’d be the end of this job, and if there was anything Steve Cogswell didn’t want it was to have to leave the Riviera, looking for some other employment.

Decent jobs weren’t a dime a dozen for an American in Europe, and particularly in France. You needed a work permit to take a job in France and to get it you had to prove it was a position a Frenchman couldn’t hold down.

In this case, John Brett-James, the boss up in England, had claimed his customers felt more secure if their Riviera representative was either British or American, and France, of course, bent over backward to baby the tourist trade.

Steve said, “I bought it from a couple of rich tourists who brought it over and then didn’t want to be bothered with the rigmarole of shipping it back.” He could have added, but didn’t, “Your friend Conny Kamiros lent me the money.”

He went into the bathroom, hurried through a shave and shower, dressed and then emerged.

She was still in bed. He said, “I’m going to have to scoot. Your hotel is the Ruhl, in Nice, isn’t it? When you’re dressed, you can go up to the villa and the contessa will call a cab for you. You’d better hurry. The plane arrives at eleven and you’ll have to be at the airport at least an hour ahead of time.”

She was half-scowling at him, and began to say something, but he ignored it and left the trailer and headed toward the villa himself.

It was a beautiful day, as all days are beautiful on the Côte d’Azur in August. Behind him, the blue-green Mediterranean, unbelievably clear, sparkled in the morning sun. To his left was Cap Ferrat, with Saint Jean snuggling on the peninsula. To his right was the semitropical town of Beaulieu; Little Africa the old-timers called it, the warmest town come winter on the Riviera.

The Contessa Carla Rossi had her estate charmingly situated between the two small resorts and with a small private beach, one of the best in the vicinity. It was a break for Steve, being able to park his trailer down near the beach and slightly to one side, his electric and water outlets hitched up to the unused gardener’s cottage. A break for which he was properly thankful. The regular tourist parking grounds at this time of year were a crowded horror and the beaches near them unusable.

He climbed the score or more stone steps that wound up the rocky way to the main house and strolled across the lawn to the French windows of what had once been one of the proudest villas on the Riviera and was now the Pavilion Budapest, an ultra-swank pension operated by Carla Rossi. The contessa, like so many of the Riviera’s titled folk had fallen on harsh times.

Not so harsh as all that, however. Her former Italian banker husband, now deceased, had been an ardent admirer of Matisse and of Picasso, before those artists had drawn the world’s acclaim. Most of his friends had thought Conte Rossi was doing the painters a philanthropy when he bought their works at a few thousand frances a throw. There were at least a dozen prime examples of the work of each in the Pavilion Budapest, and had the contessa sold one or two of them, she would certainly have had no need to rent out her home to tourist guests. But that wasn’t the contessa’s style. Hardly.

Carla Rossi was in the swank, crystal-chandeliered living room when Steven entered. She was dressed in black Capri pants, a soft blue pullover, and with matching blue velvet ballet shoes. The contessa was probably in the vicinity of forty but her figure was that of a nineteen-year-old — and she knew it.

She was standing, hands on hips, legs spread, and glaring ruefully at the wreckage of last night’s party. She looked at him when he entered, her face impish. The contessa reminded Steve of the Gabor sisters — Zsa Zsa, probably. Which wasn’t too far out since Carla Rossi had been bora in Hungary. She said to him, “Carla is beginning to think that the tourist business isn’t worth it.”

“Ha,” he said.

“What is this ha, you wolf?”

“You wouldn’t know what to do with yourself, unless you ran this place. Besides, you love to throw parties and can’t afford it. So you need these suckers to pony up the money.” Steve scowled at her. “What do you mean, wolf?”

“I saw you with poor Conny’s girl last night. That awful blond witch.”

Steve made a face. “She’ll be up here in a few minutes. Get her a cab and get rid of her, won’t you, Carla?”

“Ha,” she snorted. “The same as ever, eh? Last night she was the darling. This morning she disgusts you.” She looked at him archly. “Carla is glad we have never got around to a — what do you Americans call it? — a roll in the hay. I am afraid our friendship would not survive it, Steve.”

She was speaking the truth, as a matter of fact, and Steve knew it, but he only grunted, “See you later, honey bun.”

He made his way toward the side door which led toward the villa’s garages. At the door he met Dave Shepherd, snorkle and flippers in hand and dressed in a flaming pair of bathing trunks. Dave was a semipermanent resident at the Pavilion Budapest.

Steve pretended to wince at the bright color. “That outfit will scare away all the fish,” he protested. “Skin diving is bad enough in this area already.”

Dave giggled. “My dear,” he said. “Do you really like them?”

“No,” Steve said flatly. “See you later, everybody.”

Dave called after him, “Oh, you have no taste, dear boy.”

Steve grunted something to that under his breath and made his way to the garage. His Citroën ID station wagon was neck to neck with the contessa’s aged Rolls and half a dozen cars ranging from a Thunderbird to a Lancia belonging to current residents.

• • •

He took the shoreline Corniche into Monaco, about ten kilometers, or six miles, to the east, passing through the harbor-side resort of Beaulieu and later through Eze-s Mer on the way.

Where France ended and Monaco began was hard to tell. The tiny principality, some 370 acres in all, half the size of New York’s Central Park, had neither border guards nor customs. You were in France one moment, and Monaco the next, and who was to care?

He drove down Boulevard Princess Charlotte to Avenue du Berceau and turned left, parked the Citroën as near to the tiny office of Far Away Holidays as he could and traversed the rest of the way on foot.

Elaine Marimbert had already opened up this morning, as she usually did. She was a cute little Monegasque, one of the less than three thousand citizens of the tiny nation, and as proud of her country as though it had been a world power.

Monegasque she might be by nationality but French she was in language, in cultural background, and in the undeniably Gallic appearance she boasted. These days, in common with some twenty million Frenchwomen, she was copying the hair-do, the pertness, and the flashing eyes of Brigitte Bardot and on her it couldn’t have looked better. Petite, chic, ultra-modern, she was a decided asset to Far Away Holidays and Steve appreciated her, even though her hobby did seem to be snidely heckling him.

It was because of her value as an assistant that he had never allowed the girl’s charms to impress themselves upon him. He had seen her eye his six-foot, lanky form, run her eyes over his open, typically American face, and there had been approval in her glance.

But Steve knew what would result. They’d wind up in bed, sooner or later, and that would be the end of their relationship and probably result in her quitting her job. He just couldn’t be more than coolly polite to a woman once she’d surrendered to him.

Today Elaine wore the sport clothes the weather demanded, a cleverly designed dress in the latest style down from Paris, and clever sandals, probably from across the nearby border in Italy.

Elaine looked up at him as he entered. “Bon jour, Monsieur Cogswell.”

“Speak English,” Steve told her, but smiling his own greeting. “You need the practice. Any crises this morning?”

“Mr. Kamiros called. He wants you to call back. There’s a cable from London. Two of the tourists scheduled to stay at the Venise et Continental, in Menton, canceled at the last minute. There’ll be only sixty-five on the plane today.”

“Damn it,” Steve growled, “that’s the third last-minute cancellation for that hotel in the past month. Jules will be a hornet.”

Elaine said mildly, “At this time of the year he shouldn’t have any trouble filling his rooms with casuals off the street.”

Steve said, “A hotel manager likes to know where he stands, not to depend on last-minute guests dropping in. What did Conny want?”

“He didn’t say, Monsieur Cogswell. Should I get him?”

“I suppose so,” Steve said. He had a premonition that he wasn’t going to like what Conny Kamiros was going to say.

He didn’t. The Greek gambler’s voice was as soft as usual, but what he said hurt. He wanted, in brief, the five thousand dollars Steve owed him.

Steve sputtered, “Hell, Conny, you know I don’t have that kind of money on hand. I was figuring on paying you back a thousand at a time over a period of several years.”

“That was before my rather inflated ego was sandpapered, my friend,” the Greek tycoon said softly.

Steve said in irritation, “Well, I haven’t got it, Conny, and you can’t get blood out of this particular turnip. I’ll pay you as soon as I can.”

“I’m afraid that’s not soon enough, Steve.”

“It’ll have to be.”

Constantine Kamiros said evenly, “When I sent you over to Nick to pick up the loan you wanted, what kind of paper did you sign, Steve?”
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