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A Prefatory Note

The events described herein took place in late June, during a period when London had decided to demonstrate, with its usual combination of sullenness and surprise, that summer was not guaranteed simply because the calendar insisted on it. The rain had been persistent. The club had been damp. The account — the book that had grown from the desk and the mornings and Colonel Hobbs’s observation about intelligence — had reached a stage that Edward described as “temporarily resting” and Hedges described, with characteristic precision, as “awaiting renewed inspiration.”

It was in this condition — damp, uninspired, and possessed of the peculiar restlessness that descends on young men of means when London has exhausted its immediate entertainment value — that Edward Appleby announced his intention to go to Monaco.

He had been feeling lucky.

He could not explain why. He had been feeling lucky in the way that one sometimes feels lucky: entirely without evidence, entirely without justification, and entirely without the capacity to do anything except go somewhere that luck might be properly tested.

Hedges, on being informed of this feeling, said: “I see, sir.”

This response, in Hedges’s vocabulary, covered a considerable range of internal observations, none of which was communicated directly, and all of which proved, in the end, to be accurate.
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Chapter One:
In Which the Idea Announces Itself and Hedges Makes Preparations He Does Not Fully Describe
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It was a Tuesday in late June. Edward was at the club, in the reading room, not reading, which was different from his usual relationship with the reading room, where he read intermittently. He was, instead, looking at the rain on the window and thinking.

The thinking had been going on for approximately forty minutes. It had covered, in that time: the second chapter of the account, which was stuck; the car, which was not stuck but which offered no particular novelty at present; Tippy’s monocle paper, which had been published to what Tippy described as “considerable specialist enthusiasm” and Edward described as “three letters, two of which were from the same man in Bristol”; and the general quality of late June in London, which was, Edward felt, insufficient.

He was on his third cup of coffee and his second biscuit when the idea arrived.

Ideas arrived for Edward in different ways. Some arrived gradually, like the tide, accumulating over several days before being undeniable. Some arrived during the second cup of tea at breakfast, as an almost-formed thing that required only the right word to complete it. And some — the best ones, the ones that produced both the most enjoyment and the most subsequent management — arrived fully formed, with the cheerful authority of something that has been waiting outside a door and has finally decided to come in.

This one came in through the window, along with the rain.

Monaco.

He had been to Monaco once, at nineteen, with his father, for a week in August. He remembered the sun, the blue of the water, the way the casino sat at the top of the town with the composed dignity of an institution that has been making people poorer for a very long time and is comfortable with this. He remembered his father winning twenty francs at roulette and treating the twenty francs with the same seriousness he brought to larger business transactions, which was one of the things about his father that Edward had loved and still missed.

He had not been back since his father died. He had not particularly thought about going back. But now, with the rain on the window and the second chapter stuck and London being what London was in late June, the thought arrived and sat in the reading room armchair across from him with the comfortable certainty of a welcome visitor.

He was going to Monaco.

He was going to the casino.

He was, he felt — still without evidence, still without justification — going to win.

There was also, though he did not examine this thought with any particular rigour, the additional thought about the kind of person one met in Monaco. Edward had been rereading, on account of the account being stuck, several volumes of travel writing of the Edwardian variety, in which Monaco featured regularly as a place where extraordinary persons gathered in the extraordinary setting of their collective wealth and leisure. These persons were frequently described as beautiful, frequently described as cosmopolitan, and frequently described as the kind of people one did not ordinarily meet in London unless one moved in circles that Edward, for all his Mayfair address and his Hispano-Suiza and his club, did not quite inhabit.

He was thinking, in particular about the female variety of extraordinary person.

He had not thought much about the female variety of extraordinary person since Susannah Rivers, who had been engaging and direct and had wanted to meet his parents before he had fully decided she should, and with whom he remained, as agreed, fond. He had thought about the female variety of extraordinary person in the abstract, in the way that young men of twenty-four think about things that have not yet arrived but that one feels, vaguely, ought to.

In Monaco, he thought, settling back in the reading room chair with the coffee and the rain, there would be exactly this variety of person.

He went home in better spirits than he had left.

Hedges met him in the hall with the expression of someone who can already see, at approximately thirty yards, that something has been decided.

“Hedges,” said Edward, handing over his coat, “what do you know about Monaco?”

A pause of one second. “The Principality of Monaco, sir, is a sovereign city-state on the French Riviera, bordered on three sides by France and on the fourth by the Mediterranean Sea. It is known primarily for its casino, the Casino de Monte-Carlo, its Grand Prix motor race, its pleasant climate, and its status as a residence of choice for persons of substantial independent means who find the tax arrangements agreeable.”

“Have you been?”

“Once, sir, in a professional capacity. Some years before I entered your father’s service.”

“Admiralty business?”

“I am not in a position to confirm or deny, sir.”

“Right.” Edward went into the sitting room. “I want to go. Next week, or the week after. A fortnight, perhaps.”

“I see, sir.” Hedges followed with the reflexive attention of someone adjusting a mental schedule that had not previously included Monaco. “By train, sir? Or —”

“Train, I think. Through Paris. Is that the usual route?”

“One takes the boat train to Paris, sir, then the Côte d’Azur express to Monte Carlo. The journey from London is approximately twenty-two hours. Alternatively, there are services that take slightly longer but involve fewer changes.”

“Can you arrange it?”

“I can arrange it, sir. Shall I make enquiries about accommodation?”

“Good hotels?”

“There are several, sir. The Hôtel de Paris is considered the finest, adjacent to the casino. The Hermitage is rather good. There is also the Hôtel Métropole, which is —”

“The Paris,” said Edward. “If there’s room.”

“I will enquire, sir.” Hedges paused. “Will you be travelling alone, sir?”

“You’ll come,” said Edward.

“Of course, sir. I meant — will any other party be joining you?”

“I thought I might mention it to Tippy. He may want to come.”

“Mr. Tollimache is currently in Bristol, sir, consulting with the engineering firm about the nautical instrument application.”

“Is he? I’d forgotten.” Edward sat down. “When does he get back?”

“Thursday, sir, I believe.”

“I’ll telephone him Thursday. He might come out later.” Edward looked at the window, where the rain was still performing its conscientious London duty. “How is the weather in Monaco in late June?”

“Consistently warm and sunny, sir,” said Hedges. “Average temperatures in the high twenties. Negligible rainfall.”

“Perfect,” said Edward. He said this with the complete certainty of a man who has made a decision and is not going to unmake it. “Book it, Hedges. The Paris, two rooms, a fortnight starting —” he considered “— a week on Saturday. That gives us time to prepare.”

“Yes, sir.” Hedges made a note. He made notes in a small leather notebook that he produced from somewhere about his person and into which things were written and, apparently, permanently retained. “Shall I also arrange a letter of credit, sir? For the casino.”

“Good thinking. Yes.”

“How much would you like available, sir?”

Edward named a figure.

Hedges received this figure with the careful neutrality of someone who has been asked how much ammunition one wants to bring to a situation and has formed a view about whether it is proportionate. “I see, sir. Might I suggest —”

“That’s the figure, Hedges.”

“Of course, sir.” He wrote it down, in the small notebook, with the pen. “I will also take the liberty of researching the current regulations of the casino, sir. The house limits, the game variants, the —”

“You’re going to study the casino before we go?”

“It is useful to be informed, sir.”

“You’re going to work out the odds.”

“I have some familiarity with probability, sir, from my earlier career.”

“The Admiralty,” said Edward.

“Code-breaking has some intersection with statistical analysis, sir.”

“Are you saying you can beat roulette?”

Hedges permitted himself a very small pause. “No one can beat roulette in the long run, sir. The house edge is mathematically fixed. However, there are approaches to play that manage the rate of loss more effectively than others.”

“I want to win, Hedges. Not lose slowly.”

“Of course, sir. But it is useful to understand the distinction between the two, as a foundation for any winning that may occur.”

“I’m feeling lucky,” said Edward.

“Yes, sir,” said Hedges, in the tone of a man noting a fact that he regards as neither here nor there in terms of its relevance to statistical probability. “I’m sure that will be a factor.”

“Don’t be sarcastic.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it, sir. Shall I also ensure the summer wardrobe is fully equipped? Monaco has certain standards of dress in the evening, particularly in the casino.”

“Whatever I need.”

“The casino requires a dinner jacket after seven o’clock, sir. I would suggest two, in case of eventualities.”

“What eventualities require two dinner jackets?”

“Various eventualities, sir. The Côte d’Azur in June can be warm enough to necessitate a change.”

“Fine. Two dinner jackets. And the white one.”

“I had already placed the white one in the relevant column, sir.”

Edward looked at him. “You’ve already started packing.”

“I’ve started listing, sir. There is a distinction.”

“When did you start listing?”

“When you came in from the rain, sir.” Hedges replaced the notebook. “You had the expression you have when an idea has arrived.”

“The left eyebrow?”

“A related expression, sir. More — liberated.”

“Liberated,” said Edward.

“As though whatever was previously occupying your attention had been pleasantly displaced, sir. The account, perhaps.”

“The account is at a difficult stage.”

“A fortnight in Monaco may provide the necessary distance, sir.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“Yes, sir,” said Hedges. “I thought it too. About three minutes before you did.”
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Chapter Two:
In Which the Idea is Shared with Tippy, Who Has Views, and with the Club, Which Has More
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Thursday came and brought Tippy back from Bristol in good spirits, which was the usual condition in which Tippy arrived from places, on the grounds that the journey home was always agreeable when the journey out had been productive and the Bristol engineers had been, he reported over lunch on Friday, “tremendously engaged” with the nautical application.

“They want to put the gasket principle into compass housings,” he said, with the warmth of a man whose ideas are being taken seriously by people with the equipment to implement them. “Standard binnacle compass has a sealing problem in heavy weather. Water ingress. The rubber gasket approach is — well, it’s the obvious solution, once you see it.” He ate his lamb with the appetite of a man who has spent a week talking about seals and is now enjoying a lunch that doesn’t contain the word. “How’s the account?”

“Stuck,” said Edward.

“What stage?”

“The bit where I have to describe Hedges managing the marrow situation. I know what happened. I was there. But every time I try to write it, I end up either making it too —” he searched for the word “— competent, or not competent enough.”

“He was extremely competent,” said Tippy. “That’s the point.”

“I know. But if I write it as it happened, it sounds like an adventure story about a very capable man, and that’s not the book. The book is supposed to be about — me being an idiot and things working out despite that.”

“Well,” said Tippy, with the directness that was reliable and occasionally uncomfortable, “that is essentially what happened.”

“I know what happened, Tippy. I was the idiot. I was there.”

“Then write it like that. Stop trying to make it balanced. It wasn’t balanced. You bought a dodgy car and Hedges fixed it. You nearly got engaged to someone before you were ready and Hedges — what was it he said? About decisions and events?”

“‘So that your decisions are decisions rather than events,’” said Edward.

“Right. Write that in. That’s the whole thing.” Tippy pushed his plate aside. “What’s unsticking you? Why are you here eating lamb instead of at the desk?”

“I’m going to Monaco,” said Edward.

Tippy stopped. He looked at Edward with the expression of someone who has been given two pieces of information and is not sure which to process first. “When?”

“Week on Saturday. Fortnight. The Paris.”

“The Hôtel de Paris? That’s —” Tippy appeared to be consulting an internal scale of hotels and their implications. “That’s very good, old boy.”

“Hedges booked it.”

“Naturally. Are you —” he paused “— going for the casino?”

“Primarily.”

“You’re going to gamble.”

“I’m going to try my luck,” Edward said, with the careful dignity of a man who has decided there is a distinction.

Tippy looked at him with the thoughtful attention of someone running a rapid calculation. “Do you know how to gamble?”

“I know the basics.”

“Which
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