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About the Book

Château Blissac, on its hill above St Roque, is in a setting where every prospect pleases. But it doesn’t please its current occupier, J. Wellington Gedge. Mr Gedge wants none of it – and particularly none of the domineering Mrs Gedge’s imperious wish that he should become American Ambassador to Paris. Instead he pines for the simpler life of California, where men are men and filling stations stand tall.

Mrs Gedge has powerful allies – including the prohibitionist Senator Opal. But will she get her way? And will the Senator’s delightful daughter Jane get her man?

In a plot which involves safe-blowers, con men, jewel-thieves and even a Bloomsbury novelist, few are quite as they seem. But the heady atmosphere of France in the 1930s makes for one of Wodehouse’s most delightful comedies.


About the Author

Pelham Grenville Wodehouse (always known as ‘Plum’) wrote more than ninety novels and some three hundred short stories over 73 years. He is widely recognised as the greatest 20th century writer of humour in the English language.

 Wodehouse mixed the high culture of his classical education with the popular slang of the suburbs in both England and America, becoming a ‘cartoonist of words’. Drawing on the antics of a near-contemporary world, he placed his Drones, Earls, Ladies (including draconian aunts and eligible girls) and Valets, in a recently vanished society, whose reality is transformed by his remarkable imagination into something timeless and enduring.

Perhaps best known for the escapades of Bertie Wooster and Jeeves, Wodehouse also created the world of Blandings Castle, home to Lord Emsworth and his cherished pig, the Empress of Blandings. His stories include gems concerning the irrepressible and disreputable Ukridge; Psmith, the elegant socialist; the ever-so-slightly-unscrupulous Fifth Earl of Ickenham, better known as Uncle Fred; and those related by Mr Mulliner, the charming raconteur of The Angler’s Rest, and the Oldest Member at the Golf Club.

Wodehouse collaborated with a variety of partners on straight plays and worked principally alongside Guy Bolton on providing the lyrics and script for musical comedies with such composers as George Gershwin, Irving Berlin and Cole Porter. He liked to say that the royalties for ‘Just My Bill’, which Jerome Kern incorporated into Showboat, were enough to keep him in tobacco and whisky for the rest of his life.

In 1936 he was awarded The Mark Twain Medal for ‘having made an outstanding and lasting contribution to the happiness of the world’. He was made a Doctor of Letters by Oxford University in 1939 and in 1975, aged 93, he was knighted by Queen Elizabeth II. He died shortly afterwards, on St Valentine’s Day.

To have created so many characters that require no introduction places him in a very select group of writers, lead by Shakespeare and Dickens.
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CHAPTER 1

1

THE TOWN OF St Rocque stood near the coast of France. The Château Blissac stood near the town of St Rocque. J. Wellington Gedge stood near the Château Blissac. He was reading his letters on the terrace outside the drawing-room.

A passer-by, given the choice between looking at Mr Gedge and at the view beneath him, would have done well to select the latter, for this tubby little man constituted the only blot on an impressive landscape. The Château was on a hill, and from its terrace the ground descended sharply through many-coloured gardens and shrubberies till it reached the lake. Beyond the lake lay sand-dunes, and beyond these glittered the harbour, dotted with boats at anchor.

The town itself was to the left, a straggling huddle of red roofs and white walls in the centre of which, raising a golden dome proudly skywards, stood the building which had made the place the popular resort it was – the Casino Municipale. For St Rocque, once a tiny fishing village, has become in recent years a Mecca for those who enjoy watching their money gathered in with rakes by sad-eyed croupiers.

Mr Gedge, reading his correspondence, did not see the spreading prospect. Nor did he wish to. He was not fond of St Rocque, and this morning it would have seemed less attractive to him than ever, for three of his letters bore Californian postmarks and their contents had aggravated the fever of his homesickness. Ever since his marriage two years ago and the subsequent exodus to Europe he had been pining wistfully for California. The poet speaks of a man whose heart was in the Highlands, a-chasing of the deer. Mr Gedge’s was in Glendale, Cal., wandering round among the hot dogs and filling-stations.

To him, grieving, there entered a trim and personable young woman whom, after a moment of blinking, he identified as Medway, his wife’s maid.

‘Moddom would like to see you, sir.’

‘Eh?’ said Mr Gedge. He had already paid his morning visit to the Big Chief. ‘Why?’

‘I fancy moddom has decided to take the afternoon boat to England to-day.’

Mr Gedge started.

‘What!’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘How long is she going to be gone?’

‘I could not say, sir.’

It was a point on which Mr Gedge was anxious to obtain early and authoritative information, for much depended on it. St Rocque, normally, he found a boring spot, but there is one day in the year when it pulls itself together and gives of its best. This is on the occasion of its founder’s birthday, which is piously celebrated by a Costume Carnival of impressive proportions. The Festival of the Saint was due next week, and until this moment Mr Gedge had had not even a faint hope of contributing his mite to the revels. Now, for the first time, it seemed as if something might be done about it. He stuffed his letters in his pocket and hurried into the Château.

A lover of the old and quaint would have admired the Château, dating as it did from the late fourteenth or early fifteenth century. The only feeling it gave Mr Gedge was that its architect must have been cock-eyed. Mouldering stone with spiky turrets stuck on all over it was not his idea of a house. And while its interior had been modernized, or what these French called modernized – electric light and two bathrooms – it was not at all what he had been accustomed to in Glendale, California.

He found Mrs Gedge in the Venetian Suite, a large apartment with a heavily carved ceiling which always looked as if it were going to come down and bean you. She was sitting up in bed, dictating letters to Miss Putnam, her social secretary, a thin, colourless feather-weight with horn-rimmed spectacles and an air of quiet respectability.

Mrs Gedge herself would have fought in the light-heavy division. She was a solidly built, handsome woman a few years younger than her husband, and you could see from a glance at her why he always did what she told him to. Even in repose, her manner was forceful. Of her past life before their marriage, except that she was the widow of a multi-millionaire oil man named Brewster who had left her all his multi-millions, Mr Gedge knew nothing. He sometimes thought she might have been a lion-tamer.

With a slight gesture of her hand she caused Miss Putnam to melt into thin air, and raised herself on the pillows.

‘What,’ asked Mr Gedge, taking the chair vacated by the secretary, ‘is all this about your going to England? Medway tells me you’re sailing on the afternoon boat.’

‘I have had a letter from my lawyer in London. There has been some trouble about English Income Tax, and he says he must see me.’

‘How about your ticket?’

‘Miss Putnam is attending to that. I want you to run down to the drug store and buy me some seasick remedy. You had better get Philipson’s Mal-de-Mer-o.’

‘All right.’

There was a pause. Mr Gedge coughed nonchalantly.

‘Going to be gone long?’

‘About a week.’

‘Ah!’ said Mr Gedge.

A purposeful gleam lit up his prominent eyes. There and then he had resolved that he would attend the Festival of the Saint, and not only attend it but attend it right. For if anybody thought that he couldn’t lay his hands on a pair of pyjama trousers and one of his wife’s blouses and wrap a scarf round his head and present a life-like picture of an Oriental potentate, whoever was of that opinion, felt Mr Gedge, was mistaken in the last degree.

‘Well, sir,’ he said, ‘I guess it’s going to be lonesome without you. Yessir, it’ll be lonesome all right. But I’ll make out somehow,’ he added bravely, for the Glendale Gedges have the right stuff in them.

‘You won’t be lonesome. Didn’t I tell you?’

‘Tell me what?’

‘I have invited some people to stay at the Château. They will be arriving the day after to-morrow.’

Something of Mr Gedge’s quiet happiness left him. He was not one of those men who enjoy playing the host. A lot of nosy visitors about the place, moreover, might hamper his movements.

‘Quite a small party. Senator Opal and his daughter. . . .’

‘Old Opal!’

‘. . . and the Vicomte de Blissac.’

‘What!’

‘I have never met him, but I believe he is a very charming young man.’

Mr Gedge corrected this view.

‘A very charming young wild Indian. Never sober, they tell me.’

‘I know all about that, and I have given orders that no alcohol is to be served in the Château during his visit. His mother’s main reason for sending him to us is that she wants him to have a few weeks of complete abstinence.’

‘Say, what is this joint? A Keeley Cure Institute?’

‘I am very glad the Vicomte is able to come. There are several things about this house that I wish to discuss with a representative of the family. The Vicomtesse gave me to understand that the plumbing was in good repair. It isn’t. It’s terrible. And there’s that leaky cistern upstairs.’

‘So when he arrives,’ said Mr Gedge morosely, ‘I suppose I meet him on the doorstep and say, “Come right on in, Vicomte. We can’t offer you a drink, but step up and take a look at our leaky cistern.” That’ll make a big hit with him.’

He rumbled wordlessly for a while. Then a sudden and unpleasant idea seemed to strike him.

‘What is all this?’ he asked suspiciously. ‘What’s the big idea back of it all? Filling up the place with Vicomtes and Senators – there’s something behind it that I don’t get. Why the Vicomte? How come the Senator?’

Mrs Gedge was silent for a moment. Into her manner there had crept a sort of strained alertness, like that of a leopard crouching for the spring.

‘It is all quite simple,’ she said. ‘The Vicomte’s mother has great influence with the French Government.’

‘What of it?’

‘Any friend of hers would be welcomed by them.’

Mr Gedge, who had no intention of spending a week-end with the French Government, said so.

‘And Senator Opal is so powerful in Washington that he can practically dictate appointments.’

‘What appointments?’

‘Well, for instance, the appointment of American Ambassador to France.’

‘Who’s going to be Ambassador to France?’ said Mr Gedge, mystified.

He could not have asked a more convenient question. It enabled Mrs Gedge to place the salient facts before him crisply and without further preamble.

‘You are,’ she said.
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The spectacle of a human being in agony is never an agreeable one. It were well, therefore, to linger as briefly as possible over the description of J. Wellington Gedge, as this terse remark crashed into his consciousness, first gaping, then gurgling, then gasping, and then shooting from his chair as if Miss Putnam had left a pin in it. It would be best, also, for the historian to touch but lightly on his utterances, from the first strangled ‘Gosh darn it!’ to the final, anguished ‘Be human!’

Of his frenzied circling of the room and the culmination of that circling in noisy collision with a small table laden with glass and china we will say, following out this policy of reserve, absolutely nothing.

It will be enough to hint that he was deeply moved. There are some who crave for the honours their country can bestow. Mr Gedge had never belonged to their ranks. He was not an ambitious man. The thought of being Ambassador to France filled him with a sick horror.

If this awful thing went through, it meant that years must pass before he saw California again. And those years would be spent in a city which he had disliked at sight and in the society of just the sort of people who gave him the heeby-jeebies. And a sudden grisly thought came to Mr Gedge. Didn’t Ambassadors have to wear uniforms and satin knickerbockers?

‘But I don’t want to be an Ambassador!’

Mrs Gedge seemed to regard this as a mere animal cry, the wail of some creature of the wilds licking its wounds.

‘There’s nothing to being an Ambassador,’ she said soothingly. ‘It’s just a matter of money. If you have money and there are important people like the Vicomtesse de Blissac and Senator Opal behind you . . .’

A very faint ray of hope illuminated Mr Gedge’s darkness.

‘I suppose you know,’ he said, ‘that old Opal hates my insides? We had a fuss over a golf game once and he’s never forgotten it.’

‘I heard about that. But I think you’ll find that he will use all his influence in your support.’

‘Why?’

‘I had a letter from him this morning which gave me that impression.’

‘What did he say?’

‘It was not so much what he said. It was the general tone of the letter.’

Mr Gedge looked at his wife sharply. Her face was wearing that disquieting half-smile which always indicated that she had something up her sleeve.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Oh, nothing,’ said Mrs Gedge. She was, as her husband had frequently had occasion to notice, a secretive woman. ‘I am going to see him when I get to London to-morrow, and I think you will find that everything will be all right.’

‘But why in the name of everything infernal do you want me to be an Ambassador?’

‘I will tell you. When I married you, my late husband’s sister Mabel made herself extremely unpleasant. She seemed to consider that a woman who had been Mrs Wilmot Brewster ought to be satisfied for life. I’m not sure that when Wilmot died she would not have liked me to commit suttee.’

‘Do what?’

‘I was only joking. Commit suicide. When an Indian dies, his widow burns herself on the grave. They call it suttee.’

A rather wistful look came into Mr Gedge’s face. It was just his luck, he seemed to be thinking, that an unkind fate had made the late Wilmot Brewster a Californian and not an Indian.

‘So I made up my mind that you should be the next American Ambassador to France. I should like to see Mabel’s face when she reads the announcement in the papers. A nobody, she called you. Well, the Ambassador to France isn’t a nobody.’

Despite the fact that his chin receded and his eyes bulged, J. Wellington Gedge had a certain rude sagacity. There might be things of which he was ignorant, but this he did know, that if a man is a pawn in a row between women it is futile for him to struggle. For a few tense moments he sat picking at the coverlet and staring silently into a grey future. Then he heaved himself out of his chair.

‘I’ll go get that Mal-de-Mer-o,’ he said.
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At about the time when Mr Gedge was starting to toddle down to the drug store, a tough-looking man in one of those tight suits which somehow seem to suggest dubious morals had entered the cocktail bar of the Hotel des Etrangers.

The Hotel des Etrangers is not far from the Casino Municipale. In fact, it is so close that a good sprinter can lose his money at the tables, rush over and get some more at the desk, and dash back and lose that all in a few minutes. St Rocque is proud of the Hotel des Etrangers, and justly. It has all the latest improvements, including a garden for the convenience of guests wishing to commit suicide, a first-class orchestra and cuisine, telephones in the bedrooms, and on the ground floor an up-to-date cocktail bar presided over by Gustave, late of Chez Jimmy, Paris.

The bar at the moment of the tough man’s arrival was empty except for a dark, slender, beautifully dressed person of refined and distinguished appearance who was reading the Continental edition of the New York Herald. It was as he lowered the paper for an instant to knock the ash off his cigarette that the tough man uttered the pleased whoop of one who has sighted a familiar face.

‘Oily!’ he cried.

‘Soup!’ exclaimed the other.

They shook hands warmly. In their native America they had perhaps been more acquaintances than friends, but there is always enthusiasm when exiles meet in a foreign land.

‘Well, you darned old horse-thief!’ said the tough man.

In describing his companion thus, he had spoken figuratively. Gordon Carlisle did not steal horses. A specialist in the Confidence Trick, he would have considered such behaviour low.

‘You old dog-stealer!’ he replied.

This, too, was mere playful imagery. Soup Slattery had never stolen dogs. He was an expert safe-blower.

‘Well, well!’ said Mr Slattery. ‘Fancy running into you!’

He sat down at the table. His face, which in repose resembled a slab of granite with suspicious eyes, was softened now by a genial smile. He had not actually parked his gun in the cloak-room, but he had the air of a man who has done so.

‘What you doing here, Oily?’

‘Oh, just looking around.’

‘Me, too.’

They turned for a space to converse with the waiter on the subject of beverages. This question settled, the reunion was on again. It was some time since they had met, and they had much to discuss.

Old days passed under review. Old names came up for mention. Reminiscences of Plug This and Shorty That were exchanged. Soup Slattery showed Mr Carlisle the scar on his fore-arm where a quick-drawing householder of Des Moines, Iowa, had pipped him a couple of years back when he was visiting at his residence. Mr Carlisle showed Soup Slattery the nasty place on his left leg where a disappointed investor in Australian gold-mines had bitten him. It was only after some half-hour of these confidences that the talk took on a softer and more sentimental note.

‘Got the little woman over here with you?’ asked Mr Slattery.

‘Little woman?’

‘I met some guy, forget who it was, told me you were married to Gum-Shoe Gertie.’

Gordon Carlisle had a somewhat melancholy face. At these words, its melancholy deepened.

‘No,’ he said.

‘This guy said you were.’

‘Well, I’m not.’

He spoke a little sharply. Then, as if feeling remorse for having snubbed a well-meaning friend, he explained.

‘Gertie and I had a fight.’

He brooded for a space. Then the urge to pour forth his troubles overcame reserve.

‘Just about nothing,’ he said bitterly. ‘A trifling misunderstanding you would have thought could have been put right in a couple of words. She’d had to go to hospital for a few weeks with a broken leg, and while she was there it happened that I saw something from time to time of a girl friend of hers. Purely on business. And when she heard about it, she went haywire. I kept telling her the whole thing had been strictly on the up-and-up, but she wouldn’t listen. One word led to another, and in the end she hit me over the head with a vase and went out of my life. That was a year ago, and from that day I’ve not set eyes on her. Women are tough.’

‘You bet they’re tough,’ agreed Mr Slattery. ‘You never know where you are with them. You take me, for instance. Boy, could I write a book! The slickest partner I ever worked with goes and leaves me flat without so much as giving me her telephone number.’

‘I’m sunk without Gertie.’

‘I’m sunk without this dame. Julia her name was.’

‘Professionally, I mean.’

‘Professionally’s what I mean. There wasn’t any of the hearts and flowers stuff between Julia and me. You never met Julia, did you?’

‘No.’

‘Well, she was just the best inside worker a safe-blower ever had. Used to get herself invited to these swell homes, and could get away with it, too, because she had style and class and read books and all. To hear her talk you’d of thought she was in the Social Register.’

‘Gertie . . .’

‘Julia,’ said Mr Slattery, manfully holding the floor, ‘worked with me for years. And then one day – four years ago almost to this very minute – she told me out of a blue sky, as you might say, that she was through. Just like that. No explanations. Just gave me the Bronx Cheer and beat it. And me who had split Even Stephen with her on every deal, never chiselling, never holding out on her, no, not so much as a dime. Seems to me sometimes, the squarer a guy is with these beazels, the worse they treat him. Well, sir, off she went, and I’ve never been the same since. I’ve gone down and down, as you might say.’ Mr Slattery hesitated. ‘Shall I tell you something, Oily? I even do stick-up work now.’

‘You do?’ said Mr Carlisle, and though he tried to keep the note of disapproval out of his voice it crept in. He hoped he was no snob, but there are social grades and degrees in the world of crime, and everybody knows that stick-up men are not quite.

Mr Slattery flushed.

‘A guy’s got to live,’ he argued.

‘Oh, sure,’ said Mr Carlisle.

There was a rather constrained silence. When Mr Slattery spoke again, it was evident that he was anxious to re-establish himself in his companion’s eyes.

‘It isn’t as if I wouldn’t open a safe if I could. There’s a big job right here in this town I’d take on to-morrow, if only I’d got a partner to do the inside work.’

Mr Carlisle was interested. He forgot his disapproval.

‘Right here in this town?’

‘About a mile out. Joint called the Chatty-o Blissac.’

Mr Carlisle shook his head.

‘Don’t know it. I’m a stranger in these parts.’

‘It’s up that hill past the Casino. Some American dame has rented it. I’ll bet she’s got ice.’

‘You don’t know.’

‘Must have – a dame that can rent a great place like that.’

‘Probably keeps it at her bank,’ said Mr Carlisle, whom misfortune had made a pessimist.

‘Yeah, I guess so. Not that it’s any use getting worked up about it. I couldn’t do a thing, anyway, me not having an inside worker.’

‘Well, I could do the inside stand,’ said Mr Carlisle on a brighter note. ‘If it comes to that, why couldn’t I do the inside stand?’

‘How are you going to get inside? You see,’ said Mr Slattery, ‘that’s how it goes. A man’s helpless.’ He drained his glass and rose. ‘Well, I’ll be taking a little stroll. You staying on here?’

‘Might as well be here as anywhere,’ said Mr Carlisle gloomily. The industrial depression had affected his spirits considerably.

Mr Slattery passed out into the sunlit street, walking aimlessly towards the harbour. And it was as his wandering feet brought him to a narrow and unfrequented alley that he observed immediately ahead of him a small tubby man reading a letter.

For a moment Mr Slattery hesitated. Then, with a half-sigh, he produced his automatic. The task before him was distasteful, but these were times when every little helped. He sidled towards the tubby man.

‘Stick ’em up!’ he said.
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Mr Gedge stuck them up. He would have been glad to oblige anyone so big and ugly even without the added inducement of an automatic pistol. He was conscious of a sinking sensation akin to that which his wife’s eye sometimes induced in him and, mingled with alarm, a tender pang of commiseration for anyone so deluded as to regard holding him up as a step on the road to wealth.

Mr Slattery, who had been doing some brisk exploring with his left hand, now appeared to have learned the sickening truth. A look of chagrin came into his gnarled features, and the tip of his broken nose twitched in obvious disillusionment. His whole aspect was that of one suddenly brought face to face with the facts of life.

‘Haven’t you any dough?’ he asked querulously.

‘Not a cent,’ sighed Mr Gedge.

Mr Slattery grunted unhappily. Mr Gedge was an opulent-looking little man, and he had hoped for better things. Replacing the pistol in his pocket, he pushed his hat back with a sort of Byronic despair. The movement caused Mr Gedge to utter an exclamation.

‘Say! I’ve seen you before.’

‘Yeah?’

Mr Slattery spoke indifferently. He rather gave the impression that he felt that nothing mattered now. All this trouble and fuss, and not even lunch-money at the end of it.

‘Aren’t you the fellow who stuck me up one night in Chicago?’

Mr Slattery eyed him dully. He seemed to be saying that one meets so many people.

‘What were you wearing?’

‘A grey business suit with an invisible blue twill.’

‘I don’t place you. Sorry.’

‘Sure you do. A cop came along and you made me put my arm through yours and stroll along as if we were old friends. We sang, don’t you remember?’

‘Sang what?’

‘“Pale hands I loved beside the Shalimar.” You took the bass.’

Mr Slattery’s face brightened suddenly.

‘Why, that’s right. I remember now. Well, well!’

‘It’s a long way to Chi.’

‘It sure is.’

‘They told me your name, too. It’ll come back to me in a minute.’

‘Who told you my name?’

‘The cops, when I described you. I’ve got it. Soup Slattery. One of the cops said it sounded like Soup Slattery, and another cop said yes, he wouldn’t be surprised if it wasn’t old Soup, and then they went on playing checkers. The only thing that seemed to puzzle them was that you should be holding people up on the street. They said you were an expert safe-blower.’

‘I sometimes do a bit of stick-up work on the side,’ said Mr Slattery with a touch of stiffness. ‘Any objection?’

‘None,’ said Mr Gedge hastily. ‘None whatever. It’s all right by me.’

He may have been going on to cite the classical precedent of Michelangelo, who refused to be satisfied with one branch of Art; but at this moment his companion returned to the main point at issue.

‘Why haven’t you any dough?’

‘I never have.’

‘You look rich enough.’

‘My wife is rich. Immensely rich. Her late husband left her millions.’

‘And you slipped in and copped off the widow? Did pretty well for yourself.’

Mr Slattery spoke disapprovingly. He was a man of sentiment, and when he saw one of these cold, commercial unions in a motion-picture he always hissed.

Mr Gedge sensed the unspoken slur.

‘I did not marry my dear wife for her money,’ he said warmly. ‘I was a rich man myself at the time of our wedding. But unfortunately I played the Market. . . .’

There was nothing of the austere in Mr Slattery’s manner now. He was eyeing Mr Gedge with warm-hearted interest.

‘Were you caught in the big crash?’

‘Was I! Lost every dollar I had.’

‘Me, too,’ said Mr Slattery, wincing at the memory. ‘Hot zig! Those were the days! Like going down in an express elevator, wasn’t it? Did you have any Electric Bond and Share?’

‘Did I!’

‘What did you buy it at?’

‘A hundred and sixty-seven.’

‘A hundred and sixty-nine – me. How about Montgomery-Ward?’

‘Mine cost me a hundred and twelve.’

‘So did mine.’

‘General Motors?’ asked Mr Gedge eagerly.

‘Say, let’s talk of something else,’ said Mr Slattery.

For a few moments the two financiers let their thoughts stray silently back into the past. Mr Slattery sighed.

‘Well, I’m mighty glad to have met you again, Mr – what was the name?’

‘Gedge. J. Wellington Gedge. And I’ve certainly appreciated meeting you, Mr Slattery. How about coming and having a little drink?’

A touch of the old moroseness returned to Mr Slattery’s manner.

‘What do you mean, coming and having a little drink? You haven’t any money.’

‘Lend me some,’ said Mr Gedge.

It had been no part of Mr Slattery’s plans when he set out that morning with his gun to finance his victims, but there was something so appealing in the other’s voice that a sort of noblesse oblige spirit awoke in him. He handed over a hundred francs.

‘You couldn’t make it two hundred, could you?’

‘Sure,’ said Mr Slattery, though not very heartily.

‘I’ll tell you what,’ said Mr Gedge, inspired. ‘Give me a level thousand, and then that’ll be a nice, round sum.’

Mr Slattery peeled a mille off his slender roll, but his manner as he did so was not vivacious. He seemed to be wondering what had ever given him the impression that sticking people up in the street was a sound commercial venture.
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Seated with his new friend at a table in one of the little cafés near the harbour, Mr Gedge became communicative. For many months he had been yearning for a sympathetic ear into which to decant his troubles, and now he had found one. This charming safe-blower, he decided, should hear all.

‘Yessir,’ he said. ‘That’s how it is. My wife has all the money, and I’m simply the Hey-You around the place.’

‘Is that so?’

‘Yessir. The Patsy, that’s what I am. Just the squidge. You wouldn’t be far out if you said I was only a bird in a gilded cage. Whatever Mrs Gedge says, goes. I want to live in California. She insists on coming to France. Do you think if I had any money I’d be living in a dump like the Château Blissac? No, sir. I’d be back in Glendale, where men are men.’

Mr Slattery gave a little start.

‘Do you live at the Chatty-o Blissac?’

‘Yessir. Right there at the Château Blissac.’

Mr Slattery chewed his lower lip thoughtfully. The discovery that this little man was residing, even if only in the modest capacity of a bird in a gilded cage, at the house which had been so much in his day-dreams, had stirred him a good deal. He could not have said just what he hoped would develop from their acquaintanceship, but he certainly felt that it was worth taking trouble to conciliate him. He cocked an eye politely.

‘Do you now?’ he said. ‘Well, well!’

‘Yessir. Mrs Gedge insisted on renting it, and I wouldn’t give you a nickel for the place. It makes me sick. And that’s not the half of it.’

‘No?’

‘No, sir. Do you know what?’

‘What?’

‘When she told me this morning, you could have knocked me down with a feather. What do you think?’

‘What?’

‘You’ll never guess.’

‘What?’

‘Do you know what she told me this morning?’

‘How the hell should I know what she told you this morning?’ said Mr Slattery, momentary irritation causing him to deviate from his policy of courtliness. ‘Do you think I was hiding under the bed?’

‘She told me I’ve got to be American Ambassador to France.’

Mr Slattery considered this.

‘You won’t like that.’

‘I know darned well I won’t like it. Ambassadors have to wear uniforms and knickerbockers . . . the sissies.’

‘And cocked hats.’

‘Cocked hats?’

‘Sure. I’ve seen them in the news-reels. And they get kissed all the time by Frenchmen.’

It had been Mr Gedge’s belief until he heard these words that he had explored to their ultimate depths the drawbacks to representing his country in an ambassadorial capacity. He now perceived that the last and most hideous of them had escaped his notice. He sat for a moment paralysed. Then words poured from him in a frenzied tumult.

‘I won’t do it! I just won’t do it. No, sir! I’ll get me a little capital, enough to start again on, and then I’ll defy her. Yessir, that’s what I’ll do – defy her. I’m very fond of my dear wife, but I’ll walk right up to her and defy her. Here’s what I’ll say: “Lookut!” I’ll say, “I’ve got enough to start again on now, and I’m independent, see? And I don’t intend to be Ambassador to France,” I’ll say. “The quicker you forget that Ambassador stuff, the better, because it’s all wet. And what’s more, talking of France,” I’ll say, “I’m getting out of it on the next boat and going back to California, that’s what I’m doing. If you want to stick on in France, stick on,” I’ll say. “But I’m going right back to Glendale. Yessir!”’

Mr Slattery, though not an unkindly man, was practical. It is his type that discourages dreamers.

‘Where,’ he asked, ‘are you going to get your capital?’

In the exhilaration of building air-castles Mr Gedge had overlooked this point. The fire faded from his eye.

‘You couldn’t lend me a little, could you?’

Mr Slattery said he could not.

‘I shouldn’t want more than ten thousand. If I could lay my hands on ten thousand, I could get back everything I lost.’

Mr Slattery said that if he ever saw ten thousand dollars he would take each individual bill singly and kiss it.

A mad rebellion at Fate’s unkindness seemed to sting Mr Gedge.

‘It’s so unjust!’

‘What’s unjust?’

‘Why, well, look. Do you know what?’

Mr Slattery begged his companion not to keep asking him if he knew what.

‘Well, do you know what? When I married Mrs Gedge I was a rich man. . . .’

‘You told me that.’

‘Yes, but I didn’t tell you this. I covered that woman with jewels. Well, when I say covered her . . . Anyway, I gave her a darned lot. Sixty thousand dollars’ worth, at least.’

Mr Slattery was impressed. Sixty grand, he agreed, was pretty good gravy.

‘Think what those sixty thousand fish would mean to me now! Think what I could do with them!’

‘Ah.’

‘I tell you,’ said Mr Gedge, trembling with self-pity, ‘when I see Mrs Gedge swanking around in those jewels I can understand how men become cynics.’

For an instant the significance of the remark did not seem to penetrate to Mr Slattery’s consciousness. He said ‘Ah’ again in rather an absent voice, and refreshed himself from his glass. Then, suddenly, he jumped as if something hot had touched him.

‘Swanking around? Do you mean she’s got them with her?’

‘Yessir.’

‘Right there at the Chatty-o?’

‘Yessir.’

There was a pause.

‘Keeps them in a safe, I suppose?’ asked Mr Slattery casually.

‘When she isn’t wearing them.’

Mr Slattery fell into a rueful silence. He was thinking of what might have been. If only his lost Julia were with him now, he mused, how swiftly she would think up some plan for getting into this Château and working the inside stand. Lacking her gentle aid, it seemed to him that he was helpless.

Of course, there was Oily. Oily had expressed himself willing to do the inside work. But how was he to make Mr Gedge’s acquaintance and so qualify for an invitation to the Chatty-o? It was the difficulty of establishing that first link that saddened Mr Slattery. He could scarcely introduce Gordon Carlisle to Mr Gedge. He was not a very intelligent man, but even he could see that a prospective visitor to the Château Blissac would require better credentials than an introduction from a stick-up man and expert safe-blower.

He drew in a deep breath. The thing seemed cold, after all.

He was aroused from his meditations by a stirring in the seat opposite. Mr Gedge was making preparations for departure.

‘You going?’

‘Yessir. Got to get back.’

‘What’s your hurry?’

‘Well, I’ll tell you. Mrs Gedge is off to England to-day on the afternoon boat, and there’ll be a lot of things she’ll be wanting to talk to me about. Goodbye, Mr Slattery. Pleased to have met you.’

Mr Slattery did not reply. Although his granite face did not show it, inwardly he was tingling with rapture. It was as if there had been a belt of fog hiding the Promised Land from him and Mr Gedge had ripped it apart and brought the sun smiling through.

Historians relate of the mathematician Archimedes that on a certain occasion, having solved some intricate problem, he leaped from the bath in which he was sitting and ran through the streets crying ‘Eureka! Eureka!’ Mr Slattery was not in his bath, but if he had been he would certainly have left it now, and it is highly probable that, if he had known what it meant, he would have shouted ‘Eureka!’ For he had found the way.

A moment later he was out in the street, hurrying towards the Hotel des Etrangers.
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Mr Carlisle was still in the cocktail bar. Mr Slattery made for his table.

‘Oily,’ he said, ‘we’re sitting pretty. The thing’s in the bag!’

Mr Carlisle sat up alertly. His friend, he knew, was no idle talker. Seldom, too, was he as emotional as this. Strong and silent were the adjectives which sprang to the lips when describing Soup Slattery. If Mr Slattery was excited, it meant something.

‘What thing? What we were talking about?’

‘Sure. That Chatty-o. I’ve just run into the guy that lives there.’

Mr Carlisle’s animation increased.

‘How did you do that?’

‘We happened to meet,’ said Mr Slattery with a touch of embarrassment. ‘And we got chummy and had a drink. And he says Mrs Gedge don’t keep her ice at no bank. She’s got it right there with her. In a safe she keeps it. Well, say! Show me the pete I can’t open with my eye-teeth and a pin, and I’ll eat it. And when I say that,’ added Mr Slattery with justifiable pride, ‘I’m not handing myself a thing.’

‘But . . .’

‘I know. The inside stand. How are we going to work it? I’ll tell you. This Gedge dame is sailing for England this afternoon.’

He paused to allow the momentous information to sink in. A glance at his companion’s face told him that he had not overestimated the agility of the other’s mind. Mr Carlisle took his meaning instantly.

‘I go on the boat and get acquainted?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Easy.’

‘Easy.

‘You’d best tell her you’re one of these French titled guys with lots of pull with the fellows that run the French Government. On account she wants her old man to be Ambassador to France, and she’ll think you can help.’

‘I’ll string the beads till she thinks I own the French
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