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Prologue



KRAMEN







	Germany	April, 1945







                  BERG lay extended on
the ground. He lay quiescent, his chin resting in the
dust, the palms of his hands flat against the hot earth.
Occasionally he opened his eyes; then closed them as
if seeking a relief from the glare of the sun; from the
monotonous regularity of his thoughts about the plan.


He was an extraordinary sight. His bare ankles, protruding
from the short dark grey and dirty white
striped trousers, were so thin that the shape of the
bones could be seen as in a skeleton. His face seemed
unduly elongated. The two protruding jaw bones and
the chin formed a weird and terrible triangle. His eyes,
when he opened them, were red-rimmed with dark
shadows—entirely lustreless.


He was without actual physical strength. Every
effort, no matter how small, to move a finger, a foot,
came from the brain—a brain that seemed to have
reached the nadir of exhaustion; that desired only oblivion,
blackness and peace, from the misery of existence.


When he moved, and he was crawling slowly and
almost imperceptibly towards the barbed wire fence,
each effort was made after a prolonged mental struggle.


It was afternoon. The sun beat down on the arid
compound. Occasionally there was a tiny breath of air
which stirred the dry dust. Berg’s mouth was open in a
fatuous endeavour to absorb into his parched lungs all
the air he could get, and when the dust came it settled
on his lips and tongue. His bony hands clawed at the
ground like the claws of an animal. He progressed very
slowly, inch by inch, towards the barbed wire fence.


The process of thought was very difficult in spite of
the fact that the sequence of ideas passing through his
mind had become a rule of life; had become an organized
sequence of thoughts which had been going on
for a very long time—hour after hour, day after day,
week after week. For what seemed to him an eternity,
this same process of thought—this plan—had occupied
his starved, shattered and broken mentality.


He stopped in his struggle towards the enclosure;
rested his bony chin on a shrivelled forearm, and
thought about the plan once again. It was not easy to
think, because all the time a kaleidoscope of pictures
was tearing at his weak and undisciplined mind. When
he opened his eyes the shadows cast by the sun on the
compound took on the most extraordinary and grotesque
shapes, which seemed to him to form themselves
into the features of people concerned in the plan.


An hour passed by. Now Berg was within three feet
of the barbed wire fence. Looking up he could see the
loop of telephone wire which was hanging from a post.
He had put the loop there. He had put it there six weeks
before when the plan had taken possible and practical
shape in his mind. He had been a little stronger then.
He remembered leaning against the post and fixing the
loop to the top of it, praying as he did so that it would
support his weight. He had thought with a cynical flash
of humour that it was strange for a man who really did
not wish to die to be arranging his own execution. He
had thought then that the process of death by hanging
would not be particularly pleasant, and then that nothing
could be more unpleasant than those things which
he was still experiencing.


He lay there, his head resting on his arms, his eyes
half-opened, looking towards the gate of the compound.
Things had been lax in the Camp for a month. A peculiar
atmosphere had permeated the place. Such people
as were able to talk had whispered strange things to
each other. There was an atmosphere of laisser-faire.
The discipline of the place was slowly but surely being
undermined by some unseen force that came from some
unknown place.


Berg watched. The shadows on the compound grew
deeper. He looked towards the sentry. About this time
in the late afternoon, when this particular guard was
on duty, the same things always happened. The girl
came up the hill. Sometimes she was singing—sometimes
serious. When the sentry saw her he would wave.
As she approached he would go towards her. Nine times
out of ten he would lean his rifle against the last post in
the barbed wire fence. He would take the girl in his
arms and kiss her. They would stand talking. On one
or two occasions he had not relinquished his grip on
the rifle. He had kept it close by him. But not often.
Usually, knowing that there was nothing to be feared
from the starved wrecks that were inmates of the
Camp, knowing that the non-commissioned officer who
inspected the guard was not due for two hours, he
would lean his rifle against the post and concern himself
with the girl. That was what usually happened.


Both the sentry and the girl had become accustomed
to seeing Berg lying there in the dust. Once or twice the
sentry had jerked his head in the direction of the prone
figure and said something to the girl, and they had both
laughed. Once something about the sight of Berg leaning
his head wearily against one of the fence posts had
brought something amusing to the mind of the girl. She
had pointed to him and then she and the guard had
indulged in a long and spirited discussion on the subject
brought up by the vision of Berg’s starving body.


But usually, at this time in the afternoon, when this
guard was on duty, the same things happened. The
sequence of events was almost standardized.


Twenty yards away across the compound was the
window in the Sub-Commandant’s office. The window
was set at an angle facing obliquely on to the enclosure
so that the sentry could not see the window, and
any one in the Sub-Commandant’s office could not see
the sentry. But from the position which he had so carefully
worked out, Berg could see the sentry and one
end of the office window. At this end of the office window
was a high seat and on this seat about this time
in the afternoon, with his back to the window, the Sub-Commandant—Kramen—used
to sit. Berg had lain
there in the dust for many afternoons; had seen the
movements of the Commandant’s back and shoulders
as he gesticulated, talked to the unseen person in the
office. Berg knew that the unseen person was usually
a woman—one of the privileged prisoners with whom it
amused Kramen to dally when he had finished his day’s
administrative work.


Berg wondered if all these things would happen
now as he had planned them to happen; whether the
girl would come and the sentry would place his rifle
against the post. Whether Kramen would go into his
office at his usual time, for his appointment with the
unfortunate of the day, and sit in his usual seat. If
those things happened, then everything depended on
Berg’s ability to summon up sufficient strength for a
matter of a minute or two to carry out the rest of the
plan.


He closed his eyes. He was very tired. He found the
greatest difficulty in keeping his mind attuned to any
practical events. He wished more than anything else to
sleep. He thought that perhaps he would try to count
fifty, and when he had counted fifty, and not before,
to open his eyes and to look if the girl were coming up
the path towards the sentry. But he was unable to do
this. The strain of counting even with the mind was
too much. When he got to seventeen he opened his eyes.


For a fleeting second strength came to Berg. The girl
was coming up the hill. Not only was she keeping her
usual appointment at the usual time but she was carrying
over one arm a wicker basket. Often she brought
delicacies to the sentry who was her lover. Now, thought
Berg, the sentry would have to put down his rifle. He
waited trembling.


It happened. The sentry—a fat soldier in a Landsturm
Regiment—waved to the girl, leaned his rifle
against the post, went to meet her. Berg closed his
eyes. He, who had never spent much time in his life in
prayer, found himself praying to somebody—he was
not quite certain who—that the rest of the plan would
be possible.


He opened his eyes, looked over his shoulder. Kramen
was sitting on his seat by the window, lighting a
cigarette.


Berg began to think about the sentry’s rifle. If the
safety catch were right off instead of in the half-on
position it might require a certain amount of strength
to push it to the off position. He hoped the safety catch
would not be too stiff. He hoped also that there would
be a cartridge in the chamber of the rifle. But there was
little doubt about this. For days past the sentries in
different parts of the Camp had been amusing themselves
by shooting at those unfortunates who had
managed to crawl to the central potato store where
there were no potatoes but a heap of potato peelings. It
was almost certain that there would be a round in the
chamber.


The girl was in the sentry’s arms. They were embracing
ardently. Berg thought he was lucky. Such an embrace
might last long enough.


He tried the great experiment. He pushed his hands
against the hot earth, pushed his body up with his
hands and his knees and with all the remaining strength
of his mind until he was kneeling, with his head hanging
down like a dog. Then he turned his head. Looking over
his shoulder he could see Kramen gesticulating from
the window seat. Berg, in one supreme mental effort,
concentrated every remaining iota of strength in his
wasted body. He got to his feet, lurched wearily forward,
fell against the end post, caught the sentry’s rifle
on its way to the ground.


With another effort, he pushed the barrel of the rifle
against the shorter post that maintained one of the
supports of the barbed wire fence. He could see the
sentry still busy with the girl. The safety catch of the
rifle was at half-cock. He pushed it with his thumb. It
was well-oiled. It went over.


Now came the great effort. Berg, who had always
been good with firearms, found the greatest difficulty
in taking a sight. It seemed to him that ages went past—that
years elapsed between his putting his eye to the
stock of the rifle sighting the foresight through the V
on the back sight. He knew that if he took too long a
sight his blurred eyes would lose their object. He must
act.


He squeezed the trigger, dropping the rifle as he did
so, falling against the post which supported it, cuddling
it with his arms, his chin on the top, watching with eyes
which had now a tiny gleam in their depths.


The window shattered. The noise of the glass as the
bullet cut it was a peculiar staccato sound. Berg saw
Kramen pitch forward. He drew back his wasted lips
in a death’s head grin. Kramen would die. The way he
had been sitting must have meant that he must have
had the bullet through the back into the liver or the
stomach, or better still through the spine.


All these things happened instantaneously. Out of
the corner of his eye Berg could see the sentry release
the girl. He turned towards the fence, staggered uncertainly
the few feet between him and the high post
on which the loop of telephone wire dangled. For he
realized that he must die very quickly. He realized that
it would be a good thing for him to die quickly before
they got at him. He reached the loop. He put up his left
hand to the top of the post. The idea had always been
that he should put one foot on the lowest strand of the
barbed wire, pull himself up to the second strand about
three feet from the ground, put the loop round his neck
and jump.


That had been the idea. But this part of the plan
did not work. His strength was gone. He stood there,
his left hand feebly clutching the top of the post, his
right hand making sawing motions in the air. He knew
that he could not carry out the end of the plan.


He turned and leaned against the post. Across the
enclosure he could see the guard running towards him—a
big Under-officer, his bayonet fixed, in front. The
Under-officer was shouting, his mouth opened and shut
like a trap as he flung obscenities at the sentry, at the
girl, at Berg. Berg heard, rather than saw, the bolt of
the Under-officers rifle pulled back as he pushed a
cartridge into the chamber. He hoped, rather ridiculously
he thought, that they would kill him quickly.
He waited for death.


Suddenly there was a shattering sound—a peculiar
staccato sound which seemed to be coming from a very
long way away. Vaguely Berg wondered what it was,
but not for long. He pitched forward. The dry dust-laden
earth of the ground struck his face. Darkness
came upon him.





It was evening when he opened his eyes. It was a long
time before he remembered. Now he was aware of certain
strange things. Now he was aware of a peculiar
sense of comfort. He put his right hand down by his
side. Against him was something hard—one of the
supporting poles of a stretcher. Berg opened his eyes.
Above him, a long way away, was a face—not like
those faces to which he had become accustomed. It was
a brown, serious but good-natured, face. It had a little
clipped moustache. It was wearing a green beret and
Berg could see that the uniform it wore was khaki.


The face smiled. It said smoothly: “Not too bad. It
looks as if you got at Kramen before we did. Don’t
worry . . . we’re here. We’re the British.”


Berg was unable to speak. He tried to smile.


The voice went on: “I see you’d fixed yourself a nice
loop of telephone wire. I suppose the idea was to finish
yourself off before they got at you.”


The smile became broader. Berg could see the even
white teeth under the clipped moustache. He tried to
smile once more. This time he nearly succeeded. His
face wrinkled in the attempt.


The voice went on. Berg liked it. He could not realize
that it was the first time in months that he had
heard a voice that was not vilifying, abusing, hectoring.


The voice said: “You’re a glutton for punishment—that’s
what you are. A glutton for punishment!”



Chapter One



LAUREN







	London	August, 1945







                  BERG lay in the bath
looking at the ceiling watching the steam from the bath
condensing on the walls, forming minute rivulets running
down the walls—sometimes disappearing, sometimes
joining up with other tiny streams, creating blobs
of water on the dingy walls of the bathroom. There was
no curtain on the small, not too clean window at the
back of the room. Berg could both see and hear the raindrops
pattering on it. He lay extended and relaxed in
the bath—an adequate, tough specimen of humanity.


His hair was dark, curly, unruly, his cheekbones
were high, his face, though filled out and recovered
from the privations of the prison camp, was still long
and oval shaped. His chin was firm and the line of the
jawbone from ear to the apex of the chin showed
clearly. His teeth were even and white. The two lower
ones which had been kicked out by Kramen in one of his
more playful moments had been replaced by two well-made
false teeth. His eyes were wide apart, intelligent
and of a peculiar blue. The humour lines about them
were developed. His mouth was well-shaped with a
short upper lip.


An intelligent, strong and clever face, hardened by
experience but owning little softness or philosophy.
Berg was a man who saw one thing at a time, who concentrated
on that thing. He did not know the phrase, but
he believed essentially in seeing any specific thing that
interested him through to its logical conclusion. His
limbs were well-shaped; his feet were small. On his left
calf was a scar where he had been branded with a hot
iron in another of Kramen’s more playful moments.
Berg, allowing his mind to go back for a minute, to
remember some of the things which had happened to
him in the Camp, realized with a certain gratitude that
it was perhaps lucky for him that most of the tortures
which had been inflicted on him were mental ones. Berg
had a resilient, flexible mind which had recovered quickly;
perhaps more quickly than his body would have
recovered from great physical hurt.


He got out of the bath, dried himself, put on a bath-gown,
went into the bedroom. It was not an uncomfortable
room but Berg realized that the time had come
when he must make a move. He liked comfort when he
could get it. He had learned in the old days in Chicago
that comfort was a good thing, if only for the fact that
periods of ease were often followed by times that were
difficult and uneasy. When you could lie soft it was a
good thing to do it. He began to dress.


His clothes were well-cut and of good cloth, bought
with the special coupons which Ransome had managed
to get for him. Berg began to think about Ransome.
Definitely a man—that one. But where was Ransome?


Berg thought there was little chance of answering
that question. Ransome had always been as elusive as
a will-o’-the-wisp. He saw you when he wanted to see
you. You did not see him unless he wanted that too.
Berg wondered vaguely if he would ever see Ransome
again. For a moment he thought of Ingrid. He thought
of her because he had been thinking of Ransome; because
always he associated the woman with the man.
But he dismissed the thought of her quickly from his
mind. He concluded he had no right to think about her.
If you had no right to do a thing you must not do it. He
possessed his own peculiar code of morals—mental and
physical.


Now he was dressed. He put on a black soft hat, put
the wallet stuffed with five pound and one pound notes
and a cheque book—also from Ransome—into his
pocket. He took a clean handkerchief from a drawer;
then slowly, as if a thought had come to him, diffidently,
he opened a small drawer and looked into it. Inside the
drawer was a .22 Colt automatic—a toy—a plaything—one
of those weapons with which you must hit a man
in a vital spot to kill him, otherwise the minute bullet
is merely an annoyance. Berg grinned wryly at the
pistol. He thought that he had no need for it.


He closed the drawer. He stood looking at the closed
drawer, thinking about pistols—things which had been
to him for a long time tools—the tools of his trade. He
wondered where the pair of .45 automatics were—those
two lovely weapons with the ivory butts and the
ejector sleeves specially made and greased so that there
was no chance of a jam. He wondered where they
would be.


Berg turned slowly round and began to look at the
wall before him. Now his mind was concentrated on the
two .45 automatics. Supposing, for the sake of argument,
that somebody had found them where he had
parked them—supposing somebody had had intelligence
enough to look in the parachute jacket which he
had left and found the automatics inside them—who
would have them? Only one person—Shakkey. Shakkey—whose
name he had mentioned to Ransome—who
was a Chief Machinist’s Mate in a U. S. destroyer.


Berg grinned again, lifting his upper lip from his
teeth, looking a little like a good-natured wolf. The idea
of Shakkey being a Chief Machinist’s Mate in the
United States Navy was funny—definitely funny—very
funny. He wondered what story Shakkey had told
the U. S. Naval Authorities when he joined the Navy.
Berg’s grin became wider—if they had known what
Shakkey’s job was in the old days . . . !


Berg concluded that Shakkey in any event would
have been equal to the U. S. Naval people. He would
have had a story for them all cut and dried—the sort
of story that could be checked. Because he was clever
and tough they would be glad of him. Now he was a
Chief Machinist’s Mate—a responsible person—a good
citizen of the United States—a sailor deserving well of
his country. Berg’s grin developed into a smile. He
said softly to the wall beside him: “Jesus . . . is that
funny! Is it funny!”


He turned and looked at himself in the small mirror.
He adjusted his hat to a more suitable angle, pulled up
the white handkerchief in the breast pocket of his double-breasted
jacket. Berg had always been a neat
dresser. He liked tidiness.


He looked round the room. There was something of
a farewell in his glance. When you were undecided as
to what you should do, he thought, you must leave the
matter in the hands of fate. It was not very often that
you were undecided but of course there must come
times, like this time, when you were not quite certain as
to which way you should deal with a problem. In those
circumstances you left matters in the hands of fate.


He began to think once more about Shakkey and the
pair of .45 automatics. Supposing, for the sake of argument,
he thought, that somebody had got the guns. It
was odds against it. It was extremely improbable that
any of the people who worked for Ransome would have
found them. But there was a chance someone might
have found them. Ransome himself might have come
across them. If this were so, Berg was certain that the
guns would have found their way to Shakkey, because
he had asked that in the event of anything happening
to him any effects should be returned to the Chief Machinist’s
Mate, and if Shakkey had them what would
he do with them?


First of all he would not want them. Berg thought
that Shakkey might not have a great deal of use for
small arms in these days. Then again Shakkey was an
extraordinary person. He had always said of Berg:
“That guy’s always gonna turn up. Nobody’s ever
gonna knock off that guy. Jesus . . . if you was to
stick him in a pit down the bottom of hell and put a ton
weight on top of him, the bastard would get out somehow.
I’m tellin’ you and I know.”


Berg grinned again. He could hear the strident nasal
tones of Shakkey saying the words as he had heard
them several times before in his life. If Shakkey believed
that; if he had believed that Berg would come
back somehow, there would only be one place for the
guns. It would be very funny, thought Berg, if the guns
were there. It would be very funny. It might be considered
to be an act of God! If the guns were there, then
Berg would know that it was O.K. for him to get on
with the business that he had in the back of his mind. It
would be a sign!


Vaguely he remembered from out of the past a small
hot Sunday-school room in the Ozark mountains where
he and other children sang hymns on arid Sunday afternoons.
He remembered their teacher giving them a talk
on one occasion on a sign from Heaven. It had seemed
to Berg that in Biblical days one’s life was peppered
with signs from Heaven telling you what you should
or should not do. Well, if the guns were there he reckoned
that would be a good enough sign for him.


He went out of the house. He began to walk down the
Earls Court Road towards South Kensington. The rain
had stopped now; the evening was cool. It was a nice
evening, thought Berg. He remembered an English saying
that some woman had said to him sometime: “The
better the day the better the deed.” Berg said to himself:
That’s O.K. by me. You’re telling me. By God,
you’re telling me . . . !


A cab passed him. Berg whistled sibilantly—a decided,
penetrative whistle. The cab stopped. Taxicabs
always stopped for Berg.


The man said: “It’s a nice evening, sir. I hope you’re
not going too far. I haven’t much petrol.”


Berg said: “I’m not going far.” He told the man
where to go.


He leaned back in the corner of the taxicab, took a
flat cigarette case from his pocket, selected a cigarette,
lit it. He looked at the case—a neat case of black enamel
with his initials in gold in one corner. He thought it was
lucky that the shop where he had bought the case also
had some odd initials. The “R.B.”—his first name was
Rene—gave a touch of quality to the case—of exclusiveness.
He thought that was very nice.


He put the case back in his pocket. For some reason
which he could not identify, the opening of the case and
the taking out of the cigarette, reminded him of Carlazzi’s
in Chicago. No one in his class called Chicago
Chicago in those days. It was always Chi—the home of
the leery ones—the smart guys—the mugs who could
always beat the rap.


Had Berg possessed a super memory he would have
known that the cigarette case reminded him of Carlazzi’s
because on his first visit there, Travis, talking to
him, had taken from his pocket such a cigarette case
and helped himself to a cigarette. With a super memory
he would have remembered that at that moment there
had flashed through his mind the thought that he would
like to possess such a cigarette case. As it was, his mind
played vaguely with the picture of Carlazzi’s, with
Travis lolling back in the satin-backed window-seat
with Lauren in her exquisitely cut tailormade seated by
his side—her lovely eyes moving slowly and wickedly
round the small but expensive restaurant then filled with
Chicago’s smart guys.


The cab stopped with a jerk. The driver put his head
round and said through the open front window: “ ’Ere
you are, guv’nor. This is it. You’re a Yank, ain’t you?”


Berg got out. He paid his fare and gave the man two
shillings for himself. He asked: “Why?”


The driver said: “You haven’t got much of an accent,
but you look like one. There’s somethin’ about a
Yank. You look to me like an airman. Maybe you are
an airman?”


Berg said: “Nope. I’m not an airman.” He smiled at
the taxi-driver. He said: “Maybe one of these days I’ll
learn to fly all the same.”


The driver said: “Yes. It must be nice—flying.” He
let in his clutch and the cab went away.


Berg turned, walked a few yards, passed the alleyway
near Down Street, looked up and saw the flag flying
outside the American Club. He thought to himself
that a hell of a lot had happened since the last time he
had seen that flag. He went into the Club, walked down
the passage through the door at the end on the right.
In front of him was the cloakroom and the letter delivery
service. Berg took off his hat as the trim girl in
the blue-grey uniform of the American Red Cross came
towards him.


She stood, her small brown hands resting on the counter
in front of her. She said: “Can I help you, soldier?”


Berg liked that. The thought that the girl took him
for a U. S. soldier in plain clothes for some reason made
him happy.


He said: “Maybe a friend of mine left a parcel here
for me, but only maybe. It’s just as likely he didn’t.
There’s just a chance that he did. My name’s Rene
Berg.”


She said: “If somebody left a parcel for you what
would the name be?”


“The name would be Shakkey—Cyram Shakkey—U. S.
Navy. If anybody left a parcel for me that would
be the guy.”


The girl said: “I’ll go see.” But she stood for a moment
looking at Berg—she didn’t quite know why. She
thought that his face was rather attractive. His eyes,
looking squarely at her, were smiling. She went away
slowly. She found herself thinking that this Rene Berg
who had come for a parcel must be rather a nice man to
know in spite of the fact that he was not particularly
good-looking—in spite of the fact. . . . She shrugged
her shoulders and wondered why she was thinking about
Berg. She did not know that a lot of women had wondered
why they were thinking about Berg. How could
she?


Five minutes passed. Berg leaned against the counter
smoking his cigarette slowly, inhaling the tobacco smoke
deep into his lungs, keeping it there as long as he could,
exuding the remnants. The girl came back. She carried
a package wrapped in stout brown paper, tied with thick
naval cord. Berg noticed that the package was heavy.


She said: “Well, you’re lucky, Mr. Berg. This package
was left for you—some time ago. Your friend who
left it said he reckoned you’d come in for it sometime.”


Berg said: “Thanks a lot, lady.” He smiled at her.


She held the package towards him and he took it. He
knew by the weight what it was. It was the pair of .45
automatics. It was the sign!


Berg said: “So long, lady!”


He put the parcel under his arm, put on his hat,
walked down the passage. The girl stood looking at his
back for a few seconds; then she went away.


Berg turned out into Piccadilly and began to walk in
the direction of the Circus. The weight of the parcel
beneath his arm gave him a peculiar feeling of mental
comfort. He was relaxed. He considered that now fate
had definitely taken charge. So there were other things
to be done—things to be planned. He must be constructive.


The idea came to him. If Shakkey had had enough
sense to leave the guns, which he had done, maybe he
would have had enough sense to tell Berg about one or
two of the things which he knew were of interest—about
the whereabouts of people they had known, for
instance.


Fifty yards past Bond Street, Berg turned off to the
left. He remembered the Club. He thought it might be
a good thing to drink a little whisky—to do a little quiet
thinking, to endeavour to find out how intelligent Shakkey
had been. He turned up Sackville Street, turned
again, crossed the road. He went up the stairs into the
Club. The girl with the hennaed hair was still behind
the bar. Berg had always remembered her hennaed hair,
her mascaraed eyes, her fully-blown figure and four-inch
heels. She was bow-legged too, so perhaps it was a
good thing she worked behind the bar, because the top
half of her was by far the most attractive.


She remembered Berg. She said: “Well, if it isn’t Mr.
Berg! You’re quite a stranger. We thought maybe something
had happened to you.”


Berg raised his eyebrows. He said: “No? Why should
anything happen to me?” He smiled at her.


She bridled a little. She said: “Well, believe it or not
things have been happening to people during the last
two or three years; you know.”


He ordered a large whisky and soda. He nodded
when the girl held the piece of ice and looked at him
inquiringly. She dropped the ice in. Berg drank the
whisky right off, put the glass down, and nodded again.
She refilled it.


He said: “I wonder have you ever met a side-kicker
of mine—a guy called Cyram Shakkey? Did he ever
come in here? Do you remember the name?”


She shook her head. She said: “No, I don’t remember
anybody of that name, and I’ve got a very good memory
for names. I know everybody who uses this place! I
never forget a thing.”


Berg said: “No?” He looked at her mouth—tight-lipped,
unrelieved by the artificial smile she put on
occasionally. He thought: I bet you never forget a
thing. He said: “Don’t let anybody steal my drink, will
you? I’ll be back.”


He went out of the bar, up the stairs. On the half-landing
was a lavatory. He went in, locked the door,
switched on the light. He opened the parcel that Shakkey
had left for him.


When Berg removed the paper wrapping, opened the
corrugated cardboard, there was a smaller parcel inside.
The parcel consisted of something that looked like
a pair of polishing cloths tied with white string. Berg
undid the string. He threw aside the wrapping, disclosed
the two .45 automatics. He stood looking at the automatics
as they reposed on the back of the lavatory seat.


The sight of the guns brought many memories back
to Berg—a dozen vibrant scenes passed before his eyes—a
dozen acute situations. In his mind’s eye he could
hear the staccato clatter of the guns. He stood there for
quite a while looking at the two inanimate pieces of
metal, wondering just how much they were to have to do
with his forward life—his life from now on.


After a while he shrugged his shoulders as if he had
come to a diffident or not quite certain conclusion.
Above him was the lavatory cistern. He looked at it;
then looked back at the guns. He picked them up. He
stood balancing the two guns in his left and right hands.
After a moment or two he selected the one he wanted.
He slipped it into the pocket cut under the left armpit
of his double-breasted jacket—a pocket which had intrigued
the English tailor very much when Berg had
ordered it. Berg smiled at the recollection. At the time
he had not been quite certain that he would ever want
that pocket again, but because he had always had one
there he thought he might as well have one now. Well,
he had been right.


The other gun, he wrapped in the brown paper, tied
the string round the parcel, stood on the lavatory seat,
put the parcel on the back of the cistern. No one could
see it there. He had left the cloths in which the automatics
had been wrapped on the seat. Vaguely he had
thought he might need them for cleaning the gun he had
kept. He picked up the two cloths, folded them carefully.
He was about to put the folded bundle in the
pocket of his jacket when he noticed something stamped
on the selvedge of one of the cloths. He held the cloth
close under the dim electric light in the lavatory. The
words were quite clear: “The Double Clover Leaf
Club.”


Berg sighed. So Shakkey had wrapped the automatics
in a couple of polishing cloths filched from the
Double Clover Leaf Club. Berg visualized the Chief
Machinist’s Mate—possibly a little high—the guns secreted
somewhere about his person, planning to leave
them at the American Club for Berg, wondering what
he could use as a wrapper; then stealing the polishing
cloths.


Berg stiffened suddenly. Or was there something more
to it than that? Was this another tip-off from Shakkey?
Was this a message from Shakkey? Berg smiled to himself.
Shakkey had always been an odd one—a weird
type—inclined to be a little mysterious, vague. Shakkey
was not the sort of man who would take a pencil and a
piece of paper and write a message and leave it in a
parcel. He might prefer to do it this way. The Double
Clover Leaf Club! Berg thought that here was the hand
of fate, through Shakkey, taking him to that place.
Well, why not?


He put the cloths in his pocket, took one last look at
the cistern. He hated to leave the single gun there. He
had always used the two of them. Now he had only the
one. One day, he thought, he would come back here and
reclaim the pistol. He switched off the light, went down
the stairs, back into the bar. He walked up to the
counter.


His drink was still there. He picked it up. There was
one other occupant of the bar—a girl who sat on a high
stool to his right. A good-figured girl—a brunette—with
a clear complexion, nice eyes and a coat and skirt that
looked as if they had been pasted on to her. Berg put
the glass to his lips.


She said: “Well, sailor, aren’t you going to buy me
one?”


Berg smiled at her. He said: “Sure, I’ll buy you a
drink. But I’m not a sailor.”


She laughed. She said: “Does it matter? Usually people
who come in here are sailors or soldiers or airmen or
something. But it doesn’t really matter.”


Berg said: “No, I suppose it doesn’t. What would
you like to drink?”


For some reason unknown to himself he felt strangely
superior, almost godlike at this moment. He thought he
was possibly a messenger of fate carrying out some
series of actions, creating a series of events which had
been laid down by some higher power. This girl, with
her urgent eyes, hoping for something more than the
drink, was to him merely a small pawn in this game—a
pawn which would perform its service and then pass on.


She said: “I’d like whisky. The whisky here’s good.
I’m fond of whisky.”


Berg ordered a double whisky and soda. The girl behind
the bar served it arrogantly as if she resented the
intrusion of her second customer. Berg pushed the glass
towards the girl. She picked it up, drank it greedily.


He said: “You needed that drink, didn’t you?”


She said: “Yes, I did.”


Berg asked: “Why?”


She shrugged her shoulders. She said: “Well. I
haven’t had a drink for some time. Liquor’s dear here,
you know. They charge six and sixpence for a double
whisky. How do I get six and six?”


Berg said he wouldn’t know. He ordered two more
large whiskies and sodas. When he noticed the disapproving
look in the eyes of the barmaid he ordered three.


He said: “You have one too, sweet.”


The barmaid served the drinks. The three of them
stood, their glasses in front of them, leaning on the bar,
looking at the drinks, looking at each other. It was for
the moment as if they were vague floating personalities
who had met by chance, who did not know why, who
were looking for the answer.


Berg broke the silence. He said: “Well, here it is.”
He drank his whisky.


Two or three people came into the bar. They came up
to the counter, ordered drinks. A man—big, paunchy,
bulbous-faced—began to tell some rather nasty stories.
Berg felt the strange sense of discomfiture which always
came upon him when men told nasty stories in a bar.


He said to the girl sitting beside him: “Take your
drink and sit in the corner. Let’s talk.”


He ordered another drink for himself. When it was
put before him he picked it up, joined the girl who was
sitting in the furthest corner at a small table. Now her
eyes were bright. She regarded Berg as a potential customer.
She thought things might be looking up.


He sat down. He said: “Listen, cutie, have you ever
heard of a Club called the Double Clover Leaf Club?”


She looked at him for a moment. Then she said:
“You’re a strange person, aren’t you?”


Berg smiled at her. He said: “Am I? Why?”


She said: “I don’t know. But you’re not like other
men. You behave differently. You look different. And
what the hell do you want with the Double Clover Leaf
Club? Is that all you asked me to sit over here for?”


Berg said: “Did you think I had another idea, baby?”


She said: “Yes, I did. Why not?”


He shrugged his shoulders. His smile was easy and
pleasant and caressing. He said: “Look, honey, there
are other things in the world beside that, you know—but
maybe they didn’t tell you. Drink your drink and
tell me what you know about the Double Clover Leaf
Club.”


She gave her shoulders a little shrug. It was almost
as if she were dismissing some attractive idea which had
come into her head as being worthless—some idea connected
with Berg.


She said: “Who don’t know the place? One time it
was called the Pomegranate Club; then somebody else
bought it. It was the Tricorn; then the coppers raided
it. Now it’s O.K. It’s run on the straight—the Double
Clover Leaf Club. Just off Duke Street, round to the
left and through the passageway.”


Berg said: “Thanks a lot. I wanted to know where it
was.”


She said shortly: “Well, now you know, don’t you?”


Berg said: “Yeah, I’ll be getting along.” He put his
hand in his pocket, brought out the fat wallet. He extracted
five one pound notes. The girl watched him with
hard eyes.


Berg said smoothly: “You don’t have to get tough
about this. But life can be a hard proposition. Have a
little drink and remember me.” He grinned. “That is if
you want to,” he concluded. He folded the notes between
his fingers, pushed them across the table to her.


She said: “You’re an odd one, I must say. But you’ve
got something.”


Berg got up. He was smiling—a whimsical smile that
illuminated the oddness of his face.


He said: “Yeah, I know. I heard all about me. I’m
terrific, I am. I’ll be seein’ you! So long.”


He went out of the bar. He began to walk down the
narrow dark staircase towards the street. Half-way
down he thought of something. He put his hand inside
his coat, brought out the automatic from under his left
armpit. He slipped out the ammunition clip, examined
it. He took out the shells one by one. The clip was full—ten
.45 cartridges lay in the palm of his hand. Berg
worked them back one by one against the spring into
the clip. He reloaded the clip into the gun, put it back
into his pocket. Then he went quietly up the stairs, more
quietly past the bar door, up the further half flight to
the lavatory on the landing. He tried the door. It was
open.


He went in, stood on the seat, took down the parcel,
unwrapped the gun he had left above the cistern. He
took out the ammunition clip from that gun, examined
it, found it loaded. He slipped the clip into his left-hand
jacket pocket, re-parcelled the automatic, put it back.
He went quietly down the stairs and out into the street.
He thought to himself: What a goddam fool you are,
Rene . . . what a fool to think that Shakkey would
leave the rods with no shells in them. You oughta know
better.


It was beginning to get dark. Berg walked down the
street, turned, went back to Piccadilly. He turned westward,
then down Duke Street; walked towards the
Double Clover Leaf Club. This was a new one on him.
He had never been there before. During his time in
London—a time when he thought he had known most
drinking clubs—the Double Clover Leaf Club had
eluded him. Maybe it had been called something else;
maybe he had just missed it as one did miss things in
life.


He turned into Duke Street, left and right into the
passage before him. At the end of the cul-de-sac was a
shaded neon sign. The liquid electricity running through
the distorted letters said: “The Double Clover Leaf
Club.” Berg thought it was a nice sign. The background
was blue, the letters a peculiar cream shot with the
same weird blue. He thought it was wonderful! What
they could do with electric signs these days!


He turned into the doorway. Before him was a narrow
passage with a small room on the right and through
the open doorway of the room was a desk. Behind it
was a hard-faced man of about fifty—a membership
book in front of him. He looked at Berg casually but
inquiringly.


He said: “Well!” The word could have been a question
or a challenge.


Berg stood looking down at the man, half smiling.
He said: “My name’s Berg. I’m looking for a Chief Machinist’s
Mate in the U. S. Navy—a man called Shakkey.
Maybe you know him?”


The man said: “I’ve never heard of him. If you’re not
a member of the Club you can’t come in. And don’t try
anything funny because this Club is a very well-run
Club and we don’t have people we don’t know.”


Berg said: “O.K. O.K. Say, who does the Club belong
to? Is the manager or proprietor here?”


The man said: “What the hell’s that got to do with
you?”


The smile left Berg’s face; suddenly his countenance
became very tense and very hard. His eyes narrowed
to two little slits. He looked at the man behind the desk,
who found difficulty in meeting the eyes that looked
down at him.


Berg said easily: “Look, fella, I asked you a simple
question. There’s no law against that, is there? I
asked you who the proprietor or the manager was. You
can answer a question like that, can’t you?” He grinned.
“If you don’t,” he said, “I’ll kick your teeth down your
throat.” The threat was uttered so easily and so casually
that it was all the more efficacious.


The man said: “Mrs. Hahn’s the proprietress. Mr.
Hahn’s the manager.”


Berg began to smile. The smile illuminated his face.


He said: “For Crissake . . . ! Travis and Lauren
Hahn. Is that right?”


The man behind the desk said unwillingly: “Yes,
that’s right.”


Berg asked: “Are either of ’em in?”


The man said, “Mrs. Hahn’s in.”


Berg leaned back against the wall. His shoulders
drooped; he relaxed. He felt strangely, unaccountably
happy.


He said: “Listen, punk, you go inside and tell Lauren
Hahn that Rene Berg’s here. Get crackin’, see? Get
goin’.”


The man said: “All right.” He got up and went away.


Berg thought that the place was very quiet. He leaned
against the wall, lit a cigarette. There was no doubt in
his mind that fate was definitely behind this job. He had
found the guns. From the guns he had found the Double
Clover Leaf Club. Now he had found Lauren. He waited
there, drawing easily on his cigarette, looking blankly
at the wall before him, thinking.


After a while the man came back. He said shortly:
“This way.”


He took Berg down the passage, through a doorway,
at the end through another passage, through two thick
curtains and across something that purported to be a
dance floor, through a doorway on the other side,
through another passage to the left. Then he opened a
door at the end.


Berg went in. Lauren was sitting behind a small mahogany
desk in the corner of the room.


She said: “Jesus . . . Rene . . . !”


She got up. Berg closed the door behind him, leaned
against it. He stood smiling easily, looking at her.


He said, “Well, what do you know, Lauren?”


She looked at him. She was still quite beautiful. Berg
thought: By now she must be forty-four or forty-five at
least. But she was still the junoesque Lauren of the old
days—tall and big, deep-breasted and wide-hipped,
with a good waist. Her coat and skirt were beautifully
tailored. She still had that thing about knowing how to
dress. The coat and skirt were black and plain, the
pockets and sleeves trimmed with braid. The tailor had
had an eye for line and Lauren’s figure. At her throat
was a pink lace jabot. Above it her neck rose like a
column into the clear-cut jaw, the fine chin and full
promising mouth, the dark brown eyes. Her hair, dead
black, beautifully dressed, made an adequate frame for
the face beneath it.


Berg said: “Life’s goddam funny, isn’t it, Lauren?
Hey? Is it goddam funny or is it!”


She said softly: “Yeah, it’s funny all right.”


She came around the desk. As she came round he
could see that her legs and feet were as perfect as ever.
She still wore the high-heeled dull glace court shoes
which she had affected in the old days. She still put her
feet on the ground with the same quiet staccato step.
The old swing of the hips was there. Berg thought, with
an inward grin, that Lauren had not changed a lot.


She came close to him. She said: “You sweet bastard!
I knew you were gonna come back sometime.” She put
her arms round his neck. She pressed her mouth to his.


Berg stood there quiescent. The kiss had affected him
not at all. His shoulders were still relaxed, his hands
hanging straight by his sides.


She dropped her arms and stood away from him. She
said: “Still the same, cold, icy sonofabitch. Wherever
you’ve been they haven’t taught you a hell of a lot.”


Berg said: “No. Where I’ve been they’ve taught me
damn’ all.”


She went back to the desk, pressed a button. After a
minute a man in a white jacket came in.


Lauren said: “What are you drinking, Rene?”


He said: “I’ll have a big whisky and soda.”


She raised her eyebrows. “An English drink, hey?
You doing their stuff?”


He said: “Yeah, I like it that way.”


She laughed suddenly. She showed her white even
teeth. She said: “All right. Me too. Two large whiskies
and sodas.”


The man went away. Lauren sat down behind the
desk. She opened a drawer, took out a box of cigarettes,
put two of them in her mouth, lit them with a silver
lighter from the table, got up, went to Berg, put one in
his mouth. As she did so he could see the remnant of
cerise lipstick on the end of the cigarette.


He said: “Thanks, Lauren.”


She went back to her seat. There was a silence. Berg
stood just a little way away from the doorway looking
at her. He thought that the carpet was very soft beneath
his feet; that the office was expensively furnished; that
Lauren was well-dressed. He thought things were going
well with her. The silence went on. After a moment the
man in the white jacket came in with the drinks. He
gave one to Berg, put the other on the desk in front of
Lauren. He went away.


She raised the glass. She said: “Well, here’s to you,
Rene.” She smiled suddenly. “And the old days.”


Berg drank. She finished the drink in one gulp. She
put the glass on the desk before her.


She said: “Well, what is it, Rene? You don’t look
quite so good to me. Maybe you been having a bad time.
Do you need a little help?” Her face softened. A smile
illuminated it. She said: “You know, Rene, you’ve hit
the right spot if you want help.”


Berg grinned at her. He said: “Sure . . . sure . . .
sure. . . ! I reckon if I needed any help I’d come to
you, Lauren. Thanks a lot. I don’t need any help.
Where’s Travis?”


She sighed—a little odd sigh which seemed to indicate
that the introduction of her husband’s name had
jarred on her.


She said: “I wouldn’t know where Travis is. He’s
around. He’ll be back. Do we have to worry about
him?”


Berg said: “No, I don’t suppose we do, but I’d like
to know where he is.”


She said shortly: “I told you he’s around. Why don’t
you relax and talk to me? I’m not poison, am I?”


Berg said: “Aren’t you?”


They stood looking at each other. Lauren said after
a pause: “Listen, cutie, what do you mean by that one?
Are you being funny?”


He shook his head. He said: “I’m not being funny.”
He smiled at her. “I’ve got over that a long time ago.
I’m just asking a simple question. I want Travis. Where
is he? You know.”


She said: “I told you he’s around. But this is my
place and you’re talking to me in my office. Don’t you
be rude to me. You always were an insolent sonofabitch—you
who used to be . . .”


Berg walked slowly across the room. He went round
the end of the desk. He stood looking down at her.


He said: “Why don’t you keep quiet? Why don’t you
tell me what I wanta know? Where’s Travis? Don’t
stall. If you do I’ll smack it out of you.”


She put her hands on the desk in front of her. Berg
could see the diamond rings glittering on her fingers.
Her shoulders drooped in an attitude of resignation.


She said: “He’ll be around. He’s due here now. Maybe
he’s in the other office checking up on yesterday’s
takings. If you’ve got to see him I expect you’ll find him
there—outside through the passage on the right—the
room at the end.”


Berg said: “Thanks, Lauren.”


He turned and walked out of the office. Her eyes followed
him—cold, hostile.


Berg walked along the short passage, rapped on the
door at the end. There was no reply. He pushed open
the door, went in, switched on the light. The room, furnished
luxuriously as an office, was smaller than Lauren’s
room, but had an air of practical use. There were
some steel filing cabinets. The telephone, blotter, pen-stand
were all expensive, neatly arranged on the ample
walnut desk. Berg, standing just inside the door, looking
at the furnishings with an appreciative eye, concluded
that Travis was just as smart and neat as he always had
been. A smart neat guy—that’s what Travis was, with
everything in its proper place, except. . . . Berg’s lips
twisted into a wry grin.


Travis had always been one to have everything in its
proper place. An organizer, Travis. Definitely an organizer.
A person who took a long view; who believed in the
right quantity of audacity mixed with a leavening of
caution—especially the caution where he himself was
concerned. With regard to others he had the ability to
plan with audacity. He had been especially audacious
where Berg had been concerned. And the probability
was that even now he might think that Berg was unaware
of the fact. Which made the situation rather
funny.


But Travis had brains all right. He looked as if he
was sitting pretty now. This club, probably well-organized
and well-run, would have been a little gold-mine
during the war years. Travis, with his old-time background
relegated to the past, would have been very
popular with the American Services in England. And
Lauren? Well . . . Lauren would have been a good-looking
sister or what-have-you-got! A nice combination—a
nice set-up, thought Berg.


He stood regarding the inanimate objects about him.
He wondered where Travis had got such a fine walnut
desk from in war-time. But then Travis always got the
things he wanted—or did he? Berg switched off the
light, closed the door, went along the passage, back to
Lauren’s room. He pushed open the door, went inside;
stood just inside the doorway looking at her.


She was still sitting in the big chair, her hands with
their pretty, white and slightly plump fingers, lying
supine on the desk before her. She was looking at her
hands. Berg began to grin internally. He remembered
Lauren in the old days when she used to sit, her hands
folded in her lap, looking at them. You knew she was
planning something. She, who could be so secretive, had
never possessed the ability to break herself of that little
give-away habit.


The silence seemed to go on for a long time; then
Berg said: “Travis isn’t there. I’ll stick around till he
comes back.”


She nodded. The silence went on. When she spoke
her voice was soft but very clear. She seemed to have
made up her mind about something.


She said: “Rene, it’s a hell of a time since I’ve seen
you. Where have you been? The last I heard about you,
you got yourself into a lot of trouble fighting in some
revolution in the Grand Chaco. Did you have a good
time? And what happened after that? You always were
a hell of a fellow for sticking your neck out, weren’t
you, Rene?” Now her eyes were smiling at him.


Berg thought to himself: Poor sweet bitch, so you’re
getting around to it. Getting around to a little cross-examination
to find out if I’m wise. To find out if I ever
got wise to the big idea in the old days.


He shrugged his shoulders. The movement was so
slight that it was hardly noticeable. He said evenly:
“Yes, I got around a bit down there but I didn’t do myself
much good, Lauren.”


She said: “No?” She raised one eyebrow—a charming
and provocative habit. She said: “Why not? You’ve
got what it takes, Rene. We all thought you’d clean up
in a very big way.”


So they’d taken the trouble to find out about the
Grand Chaco. They’d known that Berg had been fighting—if
you could call his rather peculiar job fighting—down
there. He wondered who they knew in South
America. How much they knew. He thought that probably
they’d heard something casually and that she was
trying to pump him.


He shrugged his shoulders again. He said: “I was
never very good at the cleaning-up side of business,
Lauren. You oughta know that. Maybe I’m not what
they call a business man.”


She laughed softly. She said again: “No? All right,
Rene. So you’re not a good business man. You tell me
what you are.”


He grinned at her. He said: “You ought to know,
Lauren. I reckon you oughta know better than I do, but
if I were asked to describe myself I’d say I was more
of a near hero than anything else.”


She raised both eyebrows. She said: “And what the
hell’s a near hero, Rene?”


He said: “Anything that just misses.” He laughed.
“You know, a near actor, a near beauty, a near any
goddam thing you like.”


She picked up a pencil and began to drum with the
blunt end of it on the desk in front of her. Berg thought
she was nervous, restless, impatient.


She said: “Maybe you’re right at that, Rene. You
always were a guy for heroics, weren’t you, even in the
old days? I reckon you always wanted to be a hero in
a big way. Well, there’s been a war on. I wonder why
the hell you didn’t get around to it—or maybe you had
something better to do?”


Berg said: “You’re trying to find out if I’ve been
serving.” He shrugged his shoulders, obviously this
time. “I reckon Uncle Sam hadn’t very much use for
guys like me. Maybe if I’d been any sort of guy instead
of being just a punk I’d have tried to do something
about it.”


(Inside he was laughing. He was thinking: This is
goddam funny. This is real humour. I wonder what
she’d think if she knew.)


She put the pencil down. She said: “You’re no punk,
Rene. You’ve always had what it takes. You’ve got guts
all right, but you look to me as if you’ve been kicked
around a bit.” She smiled. “That is if it’s possible for
Rene Berg to be kicked around.”


He considered for a moment. “You could be right at
that, Lauren,” he said. “I can get kicked around too,
even if it’s not by a man or woman. Life can kick you
around, you know. I reckon this war sort of up-ended
everything.”


Lauren leant forward a little. She said: “Listen, pal,
what’s the matter with you? Don’t tell me you’re losing
your nerve. God, I never knew anybody like you. You
were about the toughest, slickest thing I ever met in my
life when . . .”


Berg grinned at her. He said: “Yeah, when. . . . I
know what you were going to say. Maybe I wasn’t so
tough or so slick before then, was I, before the time
when ‘when’ happened? Remember, Lauren?”


She said: “Look, Rene, you wouldn’t be going bitter
about anything, would you? What the hell’s the matter
with you? Have you got something on your mind? Why
don’t you have a drink?”


Berg said: “Yeah, that’s a hell of an idea. Let’s have
a drink, Lauren—a big one. I feel like it.”


She pushed the bell on her desk. The man in the white
jacket came back. He did not need any orders this time.
He brought a bottle, a syphon, two glasses, and a small
bucket of ice with him. He put them on the desk and
went away.


Berg noticed his linen jacket was well-cut, spotless,
well-pressed. He thought, with a touch of admiration,
that Lauren was pretty good at having people neat
about her. So was Travis. They were a neat couple.


She poured out two stiff drinks, tinkled some splinters
of ice into the glasses. She got up, brought the drink
over to Berg. When she was very close to him a wave of
subtle perfume came to his nostrils. He remembered.
She was still using the old scent. It seemed to him then
that no one, except perhaps one person, had ever exuded
such femininity as Lauren. Everything she did was a
challenge. She couldn’t even move across a room without
making you think of the forbidden things—or were
they forbidden?


He took the glass. He said: “Well, here it is.” He
drank some of the whisky.


She went back to the desk, sat down. She picked up
her glass and looked at him over the top of it. Her eyes
were very kind and half-closed.


She said: “Here’s to you, kid. I think you’re a bloody
scream!” There was a tiny note of anger in her voice.


Berg swished his glass round in a circle, making the
ice chips tinkle against the sides. He said: “Well . . .
why?”


She said: “Well, you’re the same old Rene, but
you’ve got a different top-dressing on. Remember how
you used to talk in the old days? Goddam it, feller, when
you came down from—where was it, the Ozarks—you
could have cut your accent with a knife. I’ve never
heard anything so goddam funny in my life. Now you’re
talking half English and half American. What have you
been doing, Rene?”


Berg spread his hands. He said: “I’ve been getting
around.” He began to lie. “After that Grand Chaco
business I went back to the States,” he said, “and the
war started. I wasn’t quite certain what to do.” He
thought to himself that he had better be careful about
the lies he told. Lauren had always been pretty good at
checking up and if she really were curious she might
try to find out.


He said: “Aw . . . what the hell! You can imagine
the sort of things that happen to a guy like me—a job
here, a job there. One day you have a bank roll as big
as your fist and the next day you’re on your ear. You
know how it is.” He smiled. “Maybe,” he said, “that’s
because I wasn’t ever really trained for anything, except
you know what.”


She said: “Yeah, I know what. You were pretty good
at it too.”


Berg said: “I think I was. Maybe that’s the only
thing I’ve ever known how to do.”


She finished her drink. She got up, came round the
desk, came to Berg, took the glass away from him. She
refilled the glasses—mixed two strong drinks.


Berg said: “Hey . . . hey . . . you’re giving me a
real snifter, ain’t you? What’s the idea—trying to
loosen my tongue?” He laughed at her. He moved across
to the desk and took the glass.


She said: “No, Rene. You’ll never talk unless you
wanta talk. You don’t wanta talk I think because . . .
well, maybe you haven’t very much to talk about. I
know how it is. A lot of guys have had a bad time the
last two three years. It’s been O.K. for those who’ve
been in the Services and had a job, but if you were sort
of on the shelf like maybe you have been, it hasn’t been
so good.”


Berg said: “Well, it looks as if it’s been pretty good
with you. A nice place you’ve got here. Who does it
belong to—you or Travis? And how do you make out?
Do the English like Americans to do this sort of stuff
here?”


She winked at him—a delightful wicked flutter of one
eyelid. She said: “I’m the proprietress here, and maybe
you’re forgetting something. Travis is a Canadian. At
least, that’s the story. He’s a Canadian and I’m his
wife.” The eyelid fluttered again. “We been married for
years now. So the position over here is O.K. and I’ve
got an idea we’re gonna stay here too.”


“Why not?” said Berg. “It’s a nice set-up.”


She nodded. “Yes.” Her voice was very soft. “It’s a
nice set-up, Rene. There is only one thing wrong with
it.”


“No,” said Berg. “No? Don’t tell me.” He stood
looking down at her, smiling—a little twisted smile.


She said: “Yeah, one thing’s wrong . . . that goddam
Travis. I never liked the guy.”


“You don’t say,” said Berg. “I wonder why you married
him.”


She spread her hands. “You can ask a few thousand
other married women the same question,” she said. “I
reckon we’ve all got to learn a lesson.” There was a
pause; then she went on: “That’s why I was wondering.”


Berg said: “Yeah . . . wondering what?”


She lifted one shoulder a little; then she moved her
arm and examined the bracelet on the right wrist. It
was a platinum curb bracelet with a hundred little ornaments
dangling from it. When she moved her wrist they
shook. They made a tinkling noise—not unattractive,
Berg thought.


She said slowly: “Well, you were always a good guy,
Rene—one hundred per cent on the up-and-up. There
used to be a lot of talk about you one time, but, by
heck, I reckon loyalty was your middle name. You’re
a wicked bastard, but you got something that’s damned
good somewhere.”


Berg said wearily: “Why don’t you have it set to
music and make a record of it? So I’m a great guy. I’m
on the up-and-up and I’m loyal. Ever heard of a raspberry?”


She said: “All right. If you don’t want it that way,
don’t have it that way. But there’s a spot here for you,
Rene. Look . . .” She leaned forward. “We want a
man in the organization here like you. This Club’s
gonna be a big thing. We hope to open others in different
parts of the country. You know, there’s gonna be a
lot of Americans coming here. There’s a lot of money
to be made, I hope. Why don’t you come in? There’s
dough too, Rene.” She paused. Berg could see that she
was breathing a little quickly, her breasts rising and
falling. He thought: You’re making this up as you go
along, but it’s a lovely story.


He said: “And what about Travis?”


She made a little exclamation; then she shrugged her
shoulders, made a moue.


She said: “So what! So what about Travis? Any time
he doesn’t like it he can get out.”


Berg said: “That must be a nice thing for him to
know. Does he know it or does he?” He grinned at her.


She said: “If he doesn’t know it he must guess it.”


Berg picked up his glass. He drank half the whisky.
He thought it tasted very good. He said: “I wonder
when he’s coming in. I wanta see that guy.”


“Why?” asked Lauren. “Maybe there’s something I
can do.” She seemed to have forgotten her urgency of a
few moments before.


Berg asked casually: “I wonder if you’ve ever run
across Shakkey? I got an idea I’d like to meet up with
Shakkey again.”


She looked at him, her eyes wide. “For crying out
loud!” she said. “Who’s ever heard of Shakkey? What’s
that punk doin’? Why should anybody ever want to
meet up again with that heel?”


Berg said: “I wouldn’t know. But I don’t think he
was a bad guy, you know—not too bad. I believe he’s
done a good job in this war. I heard he was a Chief Machinist’s
Mate in a U. S. destroyer. I thought maybe
he’d got as far as London and dropped in and visited
with you.”


She shook her head. She said: “Nope. We haven’t
seen the guy. I don’t know that we want to.” She
laughed. “Shakkey a sailor! My God! Is that funny or
is it! I’d give half a grand to see him in uniform. Shakkey
a sailor . . . ! Hear me laugh.”


Berg said: “And you don’t know where he is?”


She said: “No, Rene.” She looked at him. There was
another silence. “Maybe I could find out.” She got up,
came round the desk. She came close to him. The perfume
enfolded him. “Maybe I can find out,” she said
softly. “Stick around, Rene, and if you wanta know bad
I’ll let you know. I’d do anything for you, you sweet
heel. You got me all steamed up. You always could.”


Berg said: “Yeah . . . yeah. . . . That’s what I
thought.”


Outside he heard a little noise. He said: “Maybe
that’s Travis. I’ll be back in a moment.” He looked at
the desk, saw the telephone. His eyes wandered slowly
round the room. Then he said: “I’ll be seein’ you.”


He closed the door behind him and went up the little
passage to Travis’s office. The door was half open and
the light on. When Berg went in Travis was sitting at
the desk. His eyes popped.


He said: “Jesus . . . Rene! Goddam it, I thought
you was dead. I thought you’d had it. Some guy told me
somebody had croaked you some place—Grand Chaco
or somewhere. Although the idea of you gettin’ yourself
fogged was one I never fell for. For cryin’ out loud. . . !”


Berg smiled. He said: “Yeah, it’s me all right, and
I’m not a stiff. I’m here.” He looked at Travis.


Travis was as usual supremely dressed. The shoulders
of his coat were perfect, the cloth superfine. Maybe
the tailoring was a little too good. Perhaps there was a
spot too much shoulders, a little too much waist. Maybe
his shoes were a little too pointed, but his shirt was of
good silk and his tie was the sort of tie that used to
cost five dollars in the old days. Berg wondered where
he got the stuff from in war-time.


Travis said: “Look, this calls for a big drink.
Lauren’ll be excited to see you. Will that babe be
steamed up? Why, it’s like old days.”


Berg thought there was too much heartiness in his
voice.


He said: “Yeah . . . she was steamed up. I’ve been
talking to her. She gave me a couple of drinks but I
wanted to have a word with you, Travis—just between
you and me sort of.”


Travis sat down at the desk. “Sure . . . sure . . .”
he said. “Anything I can do for you . . . you know
that.” His voice sounded a little uncomfortable—a trifle
anxious.


Berg said: “Believe it or not, Shakkey got himself
some job in the Navy. He’s a Chief Machinist’s Mate. I
reckon sometime or other he’s been over here. I don’t
think he’s out east. I sort of got an idea in my head
that he’s here now. I want to find him.”


Travis spread his hands. He said: “Look, Rene,
where the hell do you start looking for a guy like Shakkey?
I’m asking you! Where the hell do you start?”


Berg said: “I wouldn’t know. But I want to find the
guy. I want to find him bad.”


For one second Travis’s eye moved to the telephone.
Then he shrugged his shoulders again. He said: “Look,
maybe I can get a line on him somehow, that is if he’s
been here. Maybe if you give me a week or so I’ll be
able to let you know something. Drop in in a few days,
Rene. Perhaps I’ll have something for you.”


Berg moved over to the side of the desk. He stood
looking down at Travis. Travis’s eyes came up and met
Berg’s cold blue eyes that looked down at him so steadfastly.


Berg said: “Look, Travis, I reckon you can make it a
quicker job than two three days, couldn’t you? It’s sort
of urgent with me—this finding Shakkey. I want to
meet up with that guy. Couldn’t you make it quicker?”
There was a note almost of entreaty, of pleading, in
Berg’s voice.


Travis recovered his equanimity. His voice took on a
hearty tone. He said: “Rene, I’ve told you there’s not a
dog’s chance of getting hold of this boy in less than a
week ten days, and then I’ll have to work hard to find
out where he is. Now be reasonable, Rene. You always
used to be a reasonable mug.”


Berg said: “Yeah.” He leaned forward and put his
left hand inside the collar of Travis’s silk shirt. He
brought up his right hand, brought the fist down on
Travis’s mouth, using the forearm and fist like a sledgehammer.


Travis made a spluttering noise. He fell back in the
chair, his lips cut and bleeding, one tooth missing from
the front of his mouth. Berg spoke softly, but his voice
held a horrible menace. Travis could remember when
he heard that voice before.


Berg said: “Listen, fella, I’m gonna have a drink with
Lauren—maybe two, maybe three drinks. That’s gonna
take a quarter of an hour. At the end of a quarter of
an hour I want to know from you where Shakkey is. If
I don’t, do you know what I’m going to do?”


Berg slipped his hand quickly inside the pocket under
his left armpit. He brought out the ivory butted .45
automatic. He said: “Remember this, Travis . . . remember
it. . . ?” He put the gun back in his pocket.
“I’m gonna have a drink with Lauren,” he repeated.
“You come in inside twenty minutes and let me know
where Shakkey is; otherwise I’m going to give it to
you, and before I do I’ll take you apart.”


Berg turned his back and walked to the door. He
opened it. When he looked over his shoulder at Travis
he was smiling. His face had relaxed.


He said: “Get goin’, there’s a good guy.”


Lauren was standing against the desk looking at the
door. There was a half-smoked cigarette between the
fingers of her left hand. The right hand also resting on
the desk held her empty whisky glass.


She said: “You seen Travis, Rene?”


He nodded. He said: “Yeah. He was glad to see me.
We had a little talk.”


She pushed herself away from the desk, turned,
poured out another whisky. She looked over her shoulder
at him.


She asked: “You want a piece of this?”


Berg said: “Thanks, Lauren.” His voice was smooth
and easy. He said: “I ain’t been drinking a lot of
whisky. It’s a good drink.”


She said: “Yeah, I like it. Where’s Travis? What’s he
doing?”


He smiled at her. He said: “It looks like he’s finding
out where Shakkey is. I thought he could sort of do it
in about fifteen minutes. I thought we might have a
drink while he was finding out.”


She poured out the whisky, slowly handed him the
glass. She said: “You’re a funny guy, ain’t you, Rene?
I told you I could find out where Shakkey is.”


He said: “Sure, you told me, but I wanted to know
from Travis.”


She shrugged her shoulders. She said: “Well, I’d like
to know how the hell he’s gonna find out.”


Berg said: “I wouldn’t know. I reckon he thinks it
might be a good idea to get crackin’ and find out. I
don’t think he liked the idea a lot anyway.”


Her lips broke into a wicked smile. She said quietly:
“So he didn’t like it and you talked to him, eh, Rene?”
She breathed a little more quickly. She said: “Say, what
did you do to him, kid?”


Berg said: “Nothing much. I spoilt the shape of that
nice mouth of his.” Then as an afterthought: “I reckon
I’ve had enough of Travis. I reckon he’s sort of worn
out like an old suit so far as I am concerned.” He drank
some of the whisky.


She said: “Yeah, maybe that goes for me too.”


Berg smiled at her. He said: “Maybe it goes for you
too.” He laughed. “Except that nobody could say that
you looked like an old suit. I think you look terrific,
Lauren.”


She went back to her seat behind the desk. She took
two cigarettes from the cigarette box, threw one to him.
He caught it expertly, lit it. He took his lighter over,
leaned over the desk, lit her cigarette. She blew some
smoke into his face, looked at him through the small
cloud.


She said: “I wish to God I knew what was ridin’ you.
What the hell’s the matter with you? Anybody would
think we didn’t look after you in the old days. For Crissake. . . !
You’re like a guy who’s got a chip on his
shoulder.”


Berg said slowly: “You sound as if you don’t like it
because I’ve come back. Lauren. Maybe you weren’t
so pleased to see me come in here. Maybe you know
something.”


She said shortly: “I don’t know a goddam thing, and
I don’t know what you’re talking about. All I know is
you come around here. You got a beef about something.
All right. I give you a sweet welcome and what do I
get?” She laughed. “Maybe I’m luckier than Travis
all the same.” Her eyes sparkled for a moment. “Maybe
I’m lucky I didn’t get smacked down too.”


Berg grinned at her. He said: “Maybe.”


The door opened. Travis stood in the doorway. His
upper lip was swollen. There was a little blob of dried
blood on the lower one. Lauren looked at him and there
was an amused concern in her eyes.


She said: “Say, honey, what you been doing? Did
you walk into a wall or something?”


Travis said: “Aw . . . shut up!”


He had a piece of paper in his hand. He held it out
towards Berg. He said: “Well, there’s the address. I
was quick, wasn’t I?” He stood looking straight in front
of him.


Berg put out his hand and took the slip of paper. He
read it, put it in his inside jacket pocket. He picked up
his unfinished glass of whisky from the desk, drained it.


He said, “Well, you’ve been nice, you two. It’s been
nice seein’ you. It sort of reminded me of the old days.
I guess I’ll be getting along.”


Lauren said: “Well, if you’ve got to go, Rene . . .
you know. But any time you’re around here there’ll
always be a welcome for you, you know. I always like
to see you. And that goes for Travis too.” She grinned
wickedly at her husband. “Don’t it, Travis?”


He said: “Sure . . . sure . . . I’m always glad to
see Rene.”


Berg picked up his hat “So long, Lauren,” he said.
“So long, Travis.”


He went out of the office. He closed the door behind
him, walked a little way down the passage. His eyes
were on the wainscoting. He bent down, took a pocket-knife
from his trouser pocket. He flipped out the big
blade. He knelt down and worked for a moment against
the wainscoting; then he put the knife away, got up,
walked down the passage, across the dance floor, past
the man in the outer office out into the street. He was
whistling softly to himself.


Inside the office, Lauren looked at Travis. She said:
“You give him the right address?”


He shrugged his shoulders. “I gave him the only one
I knew,” he said. “Maybe it’s the right one. Maybe it’s
not. I wouldn’t know. But don’t worry. You know that
bastard Berg—if he’s out to find Shakkey, by God . . .
he’s going to find him, and nothing’ll stop him. So what’s
the good?”


She nodded. She said: “You know what he’s going to
do, don’t you?”


He looked at her. He said slowly: “No?”


She said: “Yeah . . . that’s what he’s gonna do.
Well, I’m going to do something about it.”


Travis grinned at her. “So you’re going to put a spoke
in his wheel are you? You’re going to do something
about it. What did he do—give you the air? I bet he
did. You usta be plenty stuck on Rene.”


She hissed at him: “You keep your goddam mouth
shut. Maybe I was—maybe I wasn’t. Maybe I am or
maybe I ain’t. So what’s it to you? But I’m going to put
a spoke in his wheel.”


She picked up the telephone receiver. She said: “Give
me Trunks.”


Travis said: “The big tip-off, hey? Well, I think
you’re a mug.”


She jangled the receiver rest up and down. She said
shortly: “What the hell’s the matter with this telephone?
I can’t get through.”


Travis got up. He followed the line of the telephone
wiring, round the floor. He opened the door, went out
into the passage. After a moment he came back. He was
smiling. He said: “I wouldn’t worry. He’s cut the line
out there in the passage. A clever bastard, Rene. He
always was a smart one.”


She said harshly: “That ain’t so smart. I can use
another telephone, can’t I? Why do you think he’s
smart?”


Travis stood in front of the door. He barred her way.
He said: “Relax, Lauren. Don’t you think he didn’t
know you could use another telephone? Don’t you think
he didn’t know there was more than one telephone line
in London? That’s not why he cut the wire outside.”


She said: “O.K. Then why did he? You tell me.”


Travis said: “It’s a tip-off to you and me, sweetiepie—just
a tip-off to mind our own goddam business
and keep our noses out of something he considers his.
You got it?”


She said slowly: “Yeah, I got it.”


Travis said: “So you don’t telephone. You just don’t
do anything at all. It might be healthier.”


She went back to the desk. She sat down. She said
wearily: “Maybe you’re right, Travis. Maybe you’re
right at that.”





Berg walked down Piccadilly towards the Circus.
His mind dwelt bitterly on Travis and Lauren. Smart
people, Travis and Lauren. Smart guys—tough guys.
They knew how to play life, those two. Or they thought
they did. They had flexible minds too. If they did not
want to think about something that had happened they
just let it ride. They were aware only of those things
that they wished to remember. Other things they forgot—very
easily. Too easily, thought Berg.


And they were not worrying about him. Why should
they? They thought they didn’t have to worry about
him. He was all washed up. Actually, in their minds, he
was in the same sort of picture in which he had presented
himself to them years ago. Lauren, of course, still
had a lean on him. He had something she wanted. She
was prepared to offer him a job and some dough just in
order to have him stringing around; just so that Travis
should know where he got off.


Life was goddam funny, thought Berg. You were
thrown into life and it kicked you around. Things happened
to you. As a result of the things happening to
you, you thought things—did things. As a result of the
things you thought and did other things happened to
you. And so it went on, year after year—things happening
because of something you had done—without end.


He wondered vaguely who was responsible for the
original thing that started off the sequence of events,
but he did not continue the line of thought. It was boring.
It was boring, and it didn’t get you any place.


Now he was crossing the Circus. He went into Shaftesbury
Avenue, walked a little way. He came to a side
turning that he remembered. He walked up the turning.
A hundred yards down was the flight of stairs leading
down to the Club.


Another Club, thought Berg. It seemed that one part
of one’s life was divided into night clubs—the times you
had used them, what had happened there; what had
happened as a result of the things you had experienced.
He remembered this place well—an innocuous
place where the drink was not bad, the women unattractive
and stupid. He went down the stairs.


Outside the Club entrance a man in the usual little
office with the usual book asked him if he were a member.
Berg said he was. He went inside. The room was
long and narrow. There was a bar—two women behind
it. At the end of the bar was a door leading to other
rooms where you could eat. Berg ordered a large whisky
and soda.


He realized he had been drinking a considerable
quantity of whisky, but drinking whisky was a rather
nice thing, he thought. It hypnotized him. It made life
seem a little easier. It made things seem possible. He
stood looking at the drink, at the bubbles that were
still rising from the bottom of the glass.


When he moved he found a girl at his elbow. He
thought it was rather odd that always in a Club you
found a girl. He thought there must be lots of girls waiting
in Clubs for people like himself.


He said: “Well, cutie?”


She looked at him sideways. She was a young, pert
thing, with a retroussé nose and lips painted the wrong
colour.


She said: “Well, do I rate a drink?”


Berg said: “Why not? Whisky?”


She nodded. He ordered a large whisky and soda.


She said: “You’re an American, ain’t you?”


Berg nodded. He said: “You like Americans?”


“Who don’t?” said the girl. “We’ve had a lot of ’em
here, you know. You’ve got to like ’em even if you don’t
and most of ’em are good guys. Besides, they got jack.”


He nodded. He said: “Yeah . . . that’s the answer,
hey, cutie?”


She said: “It’s a good answer. What are you—a soldier,
sailor, an airman or a tired business man?”


He grinned at her. He said: “Believe it or not I don’t
have to be any of those things. I’m not even tired.”


She drank her drink.


Outside it was dark. Nobody saw the police wagon
arrive. The back opened and a score of policemen
ejected themselves onto the pavement. Led by a sub-inspector,
they were down the stairs and in the vestibule
of the Club more quickly than seemed possible.


The girl nudged Berg. She said: “A raid, hey? What
the hell! It’s in drinkin’ hours. What’re they after?
This place is run straight. For Crissake! Why do they
have to raid this place?”


Berg said: “I wouldn’t know.” He was thinking
quickly. When a place was raided they wanted your
name and address. If you weren’t English they wanted
to see your papers. He breathed a sigh of relief. Well,
that was all right. Ransome had even thought of that
one.


He said: “Why worry, kid? Just another slice of life.
There’s always a to-morrow and the cops here are rather
nice I think. They’re much tougher where I come from.”


She said: “Yes? I’m glad to hear it.”


The police came into the bar. Nobody moved. It
seemed as if the habitués had experienced raids before.


The sub-inspector said: “There’s no need to get excited.
Names and addresses please. Take it easy.”


Behind him, four stolid, helmeted policemen regarded
the occupants of the bar in very much the same way as
they would have regarded prize cattle.


The girl slipped off the seat. She moved over to the
inspector. She said: “Look, what is this? What are you
knocking this dump off for? It’s in drinking hours—it
ain’t even after time. What’s the story?”


He was very polite. He said: “I just do what I’m told,
miss. If I knew I’d probably be the Chief Commissioner.”


The girl went away. She disappeared into the far
room. Berg finished his drink. He moved towards the
entrance.


The policeman said: “Are you a member?”


Berg said: “I think so. I used to come here a long
time ago.”


The policeman asked him his name and address.


Berg gave them: “Rene Berg—126 Redwood Avenue, Earls Court.”


The sub-inspector moved over. He said over the policeman’s
shoulders: “Are you English?”


Berg said: “Nope, I’m an American.”


The sub-inspector said: “Have you got some papers?”


Berg said: “Yeah.” He put his hand in his pocket. He
brought out the leather wallet. He produced the cards
from the back pocket—the cards that Ransome had left.


The inspector looked at them. He cocked an eye at
Berg. One of the permits said that Rene Berg was attached
Special Service, American and British Special
Intelligence Liaison.


The inspector handed the papers back. He said to the
policeman: “O.K. You got the address?”


The policeman nodded.


The inspector said: “It’s all right for you to go if
you want to, Mr. Berg. We know who you are.”


Berg said: “O.K.”


He went up the stairs, out into the street, back into
Piccadilly. He began to walk westwards. Police raids,
he thought, were funny things. He wondered why it was
that the English police raided places and just took
names and addresses. There was none of the excitement,
police wagons and people being taken away that you got
in Chicago, for instance. They played it quietly around
here.


But you gave your address. He did not like that.


Outside Duke Street he waited on the pavement.
Presently a cab came by. Berg whistled. Of course the
cab stopped. He told the driver to go to Redwood Avenue,
got in, sat in the corner, lit a cigarette. He thought
it was time he was getting a move on. He did not like
this business of addresses being taken. Maybe it did not
mean a goddam thing, but you never knew. He settled
back in the corner of the cab; puffed slowly at his
cigarette.


It was after midnight when he finished his packing.
He had not very much—just one suitcase; another suit,
some underclothes, one or two odd things that a man
collects.


Mrs. Frane—fifty, deep-bosomed and motherly,
stood at the door of his room. Berg gave her a little wad
of notes.


He said: “You been swell to me, Mrs. Frane. Thanks
a lot. I’ve got to be gettin’ along.”


She said: “I’m sorry you’ve got to go so suddenly,
Mr. Berg. It’s been nice having you.” She smiled at him.
“You’ve been a nice lodger,” she said.


He smiled back. He said: “Yeah. All good things have
to come to an end.”


She said: “Where are you going to, Mr. Berg?” For
some reason which she did not know she was interested
in him.


Berg said: “I’ve got to get a move on. Another thing,
I’ve got to get myself a motor-car.”


She said: “Yes?” Lodgers in Redwood Avenue who
wanted motor-cars were strange people—beyond her
ken.


He said: “You wouldn’t know where I could get a
car?”


She shook her head. “There are places where you
can hire cars,” she said. A sudden thought came to her.
“I’ve got a friend just around the corner in Claremont
Grove. He’s got a car. He’s in business. He’s got some
petrol too. Maybe he’d loan it to you.”


Berg took the address. He said: “Thank you, Mrs.
Frane. I’ll go see him.”


She stood aside for him to pass. As he went through
the doorway, diffidently she held out her hand. Berg
shook it. He smiled at her almost shyly.


He said: “Thanks a lot, Mrs. Frane. You’ve been
swell.”


He went down the stairs.





The pinnace cut through the dark waters in Dartmouth
Harbour. The man in the bow peered ahead
towards the spot where the dark grey hulk of the destroyer
rose out of the water. The petty officer in the
stern blew two blasts on his whistle. The pinnace slowed
down, came alongside.


Ransome went up the companionway, touched his
hat to the officer of the day, went down to his cabin. He
threw his uniform cap in a corner, lit a cigarette. He sat
at his desk. He rang the bell. The night messenger—a
matelot of two years’ service—stood in the doorway,
his cap in his hand.


Ransome said: “Good evening, Curtin. The officer of
the day, please.”


Curtin said: “Aye, aye, sir.” He went away.


The officer of the day came into the cabin. He was a
young sub-lieutenant in the R.N.V.R. He had red hair
and a wide smile.


Ransome said: “Good evening, Johns. Any messages?”


Johns said: “Yes, sir . . . they’re marked important—one
from the Admiralty Intelligence.” He held the
slip of paper towards Ransome, who read:




“To-night at twenty-one hours an individual calling
himself Rene Berg arrived at the American Club, Piccadilly.
He asked for a parcel which might have been left
for him by Cyram Shakkey Chief Machinist’s Mate
U. S. Navy. The parcel was given to him. He took it
away.”





Ransome put the piece of paper down on the desk. He
held out his hand for the second message. He read:




“Special Branch Liaison Department informed to-night
at twenty-four hours the Blue Peter Club 124
Stanhope Street Shaftesbury Avenue was raided according
to instructions. An individual with a special
liaison intelligence pass in the name of Rene Berg was
present. He gave an address 126 Redwood Avenue Earls
Court and was allowed to leave according to instructions.”





Ransome put the second note on top of the first one.


He said: “All right, Johns. Thank you.”


The officer of the day went away.


Ransome picked up the telephone receiver on his
desk. He said to the shore exchange: “Captain H.M.S.
Whelp speaking. This is a Government priority call.
Give me Whitehall 1212.”


He got the number inside three minutes. He asked
for an extension number. A voice came on the line.


Ransome said: “This is Captain Ransome, H.M.S.
Whelp, Dartmouth. Will you arrange to pick up Rene
Berg, 126 Redwood Avenue, Earls Court. Ask him
please to proceed immediately to Dartmouth by car and
contact me here. He will understand. Repeat please.”


The message was repeated. Ransome replaced the
receiver. He lit a cigarette, leaned back in his chair,
blowing smoke through pursed lips, thinking.


He wished he had come aboard earlier. If he had
received the message earlier it might have been better.
Berg would have had time to act.


Probably the raid would have scared him. Ransome
smiled at the word scared. It would take more than a
police raid to scare Berg. But it might set his mind
working. It might make him do something. Ransome
hoped that they would pick him up before he had the
chance to leave the Earls Court address.


He shrugged his shoulders. He sat at his desk, smoking,
wondering. . . .





Berg thought that ten horse-power cars were not so
good for speed, but anyhow they got you places. It was
one o’clock. There was no traffic on the road. He hoped
he had enough petrol in the tank to make it. Of course
the guy had not wanted to hire the car, but dough always
talked, thought Berg.


He settled down behind the wheel, looked straight
in front of him, looking at the road, thinking of Travis,
of Lauren, of all sorts of things, but thinking especially
of the raid. When coppers came round and took your
name and address, it was a good time to get out, thought
Berg. Maybe there was nothing to it, but you never
knew.


It was good and late, he thought. Maybe it was too
late to do anything in Dartmouth. It might be an idea
to stay at some place on the road; or to pull off the road
and sleep in the car. You had to sleep. That was one of
the things you couldn’t do without. Especially if you
wanted to think straight. He slowed down as he passed
through a village; looked for some place to stop.


Maybe, he thought, maybe to-morrow he would find
Shakkey.





It was nearly dusk when Berg came down through
the little street on to the quay at Dartmouth. He took
the slip of paper which Travis had given him out of his
pocket and re-read the few words pencilled on it:
“Shakkey, U. S. Destroyer Dayton, Dartmouth, South
Devon.” Berg screwed the paper into a pellet, threw it
over the quayside into the harbour.


He began to walk past the Castle Hotel towards the
narrow street that runs between the water and the
Raleigh Hotel. In midstream, and in the distance near
the opposite bank, line upon line of landing craft were
moored, with here and there two or three British or U. S.
torpedo boats at anchor. Berg thought that most of
the British ships would probably be paying off their
crews. The war was over and a certain sombre and
lifeless atmosphere seemed to hang over the quiet
waters which had been so busy—had seen so much—in
the war years.


Berg stood at the top of the steps leading down to
the water almost opposite the entrance of the Raleigh
Hotel. He lit a cigarette. He stood there patiently waiting
for something or somebody to carry him a little
further forward in the quest which fate had awarded
him.


Two or three minutes later a man pulled up in a
dinghy. The man wore the peaked cap and rough jersey
of a fisherman. Berg called to him.


He said: “Hey fella . . . you wouldn’t know a destroyer
called Dayton, would you—a United States
ship?”


The man lay on his oars. He called back to Berg:
“Yes, she’s across the other side. If you want to go
there it’ll cost you half a crown.”


Berg said: “That’s all right.” He went down the
steps. He thought that it would be very funny to meet
Shakkey after all this time; that it might be even funnier
to hear what Shakkey had to say about this or that.


The dinghy moved across the quiet waters. Just
ahead of them lay the long blue-grey shape of a British
Fleet destroyer. Behind them came one short blast on
a whistle as the bosun in charge of a naval pinnace
signalled to his engine room to reduce speed. The pinnace
passed within four or five feet of the dinghy, and
the little boat was rocked in the series of small waves
that came from the launch.


Berg turned his head. Seated in the stern of the
pinnace, his peaked naval cap at its usual angle, his
face as thin, as brown, as ever, was Ransome. Berg
made a little noise with his tongue. He said quietly to
himself: Jeez . . . what do you know about that one!
He watched the pinnace come alongside the destroyer,
heard the two blasts on the whistle. Then she stopped.
Berg held one hand up so that his face would not be
seen; saw Ransome go up the accommodation ladder.


He said to the boatman: “Hey . . . you know the
name of that destroyer?”


The man nodded. “That’s the Whelp,” he said—“a
nice ship—one of the big ones. That’s her captain going
aboard—Captain Ransome.”


Berg said: “Yeah—and where’s Dayton? Let’s get a
move on, shall we?”


The man said: “I’m getting there as fast as I can.
She’s over on the other side. Who you looking for—an
officer? I reckon I know most of ’em by sight.”


Berg said: “No, I’m looking for a Chief Machinist’s
Mate—a guy named Shakkey. Would you know him?”


The man shook his head.


Berg threw his cigarette end into the water, sat relaxed
in the stern of the dinghy, looking at the shadows
on the other bank. Three or four minutes later the boatman
pulled his dinghy round.


He said: “There you are.”


They floated up close to the accommodation ladder
of the U. S. destroyer. Berg stood up in the dinghy. As
a figure came to the top of the ladder he called: “Hey,
is that Dayton? If it is, is there a guy called Cyram
Shakkey aboard?”


The voice said: “This is Dayton all right, but Shakkey’s
not aboard. He went on a pass three days ago
and nobody’s seen him since. Do you want him bad?”


Berg said: “Well, not that bad. I wanted to see him,
that’s all. He’s an old buddy of mine.”


The voice said: “Well, I reckon we want him bad.
He’s for it when he comes aboard here, I never knew
such a guy for being A.W.O.L. If you come across him
ashore tell him he’s got a date with me sometime. He’ll
know who I am.”


“Sure,” said Berg. “If I see him I’ll tell him. So
long.” He said to the boatman: “This is where I go
back.”


At the landing steps he gave the man a ten shilling
note, walked slowly up the wet slippery stone steps,
stood uncertainly at the top. On the other side of the
road the door of the Raleigh looked inviting. Berg
crossed, went into the back bar, ordered a whisky and
soda. He leaned against the bar. The place was filled
with a mixture of seafaring men—British and American
of all ranks. At one end of the bar four or five young
sub-lieutenants in the R.N.V.R. drank copiously of
beer. In one corner three tall thin American sailors
chewed on their cigarettes and exchanged war reminiscences.


Berg leaned over the bar. He said to the girl behind
it: “Say, miss, I wonder if you ever met up with a guy
here called Cyram Shakkey—a guy with a thin face. I
reckon he’d come here. I reckon this is the nearest
place to the ship; he was never a guy for having too big
a distance between himself and a drink any time.”


The girl thought for a moment, then she said: “I
remember the name, sort of. It touches something in
my brain but I can’t quite place it . . . Shakkey . . .
Shakkey . . . ?” She repeated it, looking inquiringly
around the bar in case the sound might strike a chord
in someone’s memory. There was a silence. Nobody
spoke.


A great sense of disappointment, of unhappiness,
came to Berg. He thought to himself: That’s goddam
tough luck. Everything breaking like that—finding the
guns, getting Shakkey’s address, coming all this way,
and then no Shakkey. He finished his drink, began to
walk towards the bar door. He had almost arrived there
when a woman, a glass in her hand, sitting in a big
chair by the wall, said:


“Just a minute. Were you looking for Cyram Shakkey?”


Berg stopped. He looked down at her. He smiled.
His brain thought: By God, this is the Shakkey type.
Shakkey had always gone for women like that—plump,
dark women with well-rounded figures and good ankles—a
woman who was a foil to his own blond leanness.
His smile widened. He thought: Maybe Shakkey has
ditched this broad like he used to ditch ’em all in the
old days.


He said softly and very politely: “Yes, ma’am, I’m
looking for Cyram Shakkey. I wanta find him pretty
bad.”


She said: “So do I. And so do half a dozen other
women I should think.”


He said: “You wouldn’t have any idea where he is?”


She said: “Yes, I’ve got an idea. Perhaps I can tell
you where he is. But if you find him you might give
him a message from me. Just tell him when you see
him—my name’s Mrs. Hynes—Carlotta Hynes—you
tell him if I ever get within arm’s reach of him I’ll
screw his neck for him—the dirty little Yankee tyke!”


Berg said even more politely, hoping by the softness
of his voice to stem the tide of rising anger that Mrs.
Hynes was experiencing: “I sure will tell him that if I
see him, with pleasure. I reckon I know what you mean.
He’s a bad type—that Shakkey.” Inside he was laughing,
thinking to himself that Shakkey was still running
true to form.


She said: “Look, maybe you know about twenty
miles from Sharpham right on the Dart is a swell sort of
hotel place called the Chateau de la Tours—one of
those French names. Well, whenever that so-an’-so can
get leave he goes over there. He’s hanging around
looking for something—that’s what I’ve been told, and
if you know anything about Shakkey there’s only one
thing he hangs around and looks for and that’s a woman.
There’s some woman over there. I’d like to get my fingers
on her too,” added Mrs. Hynes darkly.


Berg said: “Thanks a lot, ma’am. Maybe I’ll get over
there sometime. If I do and I see him I’ll tell him what
you said.”


He went out of the Raleigh. Now it was almost dark.
It had begun to rain. A few large drops pattered uncertainly
onto the pavement. Berg walked quickly
along the quay, back to the little square where he had
parked his car. He got in, drove round the quay along
the road that leads past the naval college. He stopped
to ask a policeman the way; then he went on. He was
wondering who the woman was that Shakkey was so
keen on. Berg thought she must be pretty good. Mrs.
Hynes looked all right, and if Shakkey had ditched her
it was because he must have found something better.
He had probably taken her for some dough too. He
always did.


With Dartmouth behind and the deserted winding
road in front of him, he put his foot down. The car sped
towards Totnes.


It was a quarter to eleven when Berg stopped the
car, parked it on a grass verge under the shadow of the
hedge, walked to the white wooden gate that led on
to the wide lawn behind the Chateau de la Tours. The
rain had stopped now. The moon had come from behind
the clouds, and it seemed to Berg that the old-fashioned
country house, now converted into a luxurious hotel and
country club, took on a peculiar air of mystery. The
rambling “L” shaped house was painted white. It
showed up in its green surroundings like a ghost.


Now Berg experienced a peculiar feeling of anticlimax.
He was here, but he could not visualize Shakkey
in these surroundings. He could not visualize Shakkey
even with the encouragement of his naval uniform
calling at the Chateau de la Tours asking for the lady
in whom he was so interested. Berg grinned.


He thought it would be much more likely to be the
lady’s maid. Shakkey had always had a weakness for
lady’s maids. He remembered the girl in the old days—the
girl who had looked after Mrs. Scansci.


Berg began to walk across the lawn. Even in these
days of short labour it was well-kept, smooth and velvety.
The rain had made it heavy. His feet brushing
over the clipped grass had the sensation of walking on
a thick carpet. Berg walked quickly and quietly. He did
not know why he considered he should be silent. He
moved easily from the hips. There was something catlike
in his walk. Now he was fifty yards from the back
entrance of the Chateau. He could see a glass-roofed
conservatory on one side of the house. The blinds were
drawn and inside someone was moving. He was on a
gravel path, with the shrubbery at his right. At the end
of the path fifteen yards from the back entrance to the
house was a magnolia tree—a huge fully grown tree
whose leaves still dripped with the recent rain.


Berg moved under the tree in the shadows that surrounded
it. He leaned against the tree, took out his flat
enamelled cigarette case, selected a cigarette. He
thought some plan of campaign was necessary. Some
method of finding Shakkey, of making certain of finding
Shakkey, must be discovered. He put the cigarette
in his mouth, took out his lighter, snapped it on. He lit
the cigarette.


A voice said: “Jeez . . . for Crissake . . . Rene . . . !”


Berg turned. Leaning against the other side of the
tree was Shakkey.


They stood looking at each other, their eyes searching
each other’s face in the dim light.


Berg said: “Life’s a damn’ funny thing . . . hey,
Shakkey? I bet you didn’t think you were gonna see
me. How d’you feel about it?”


Berg heard Shakkey chuckle—the weird metallic half
laugh which he had heard so often. He imagined the
thin lips twisted in the dark, the long narrow face with
the screwed-up humorous eyes made alive for a moment.


Shakkey said: “What the hell! Look, Rene, you
wouldn’t think that anything was gonna surprise me,
would you—especially anything about you? I can’t
see you good but you ain’t altered any. No, sir! Still
the same tough bastard, hey? Look, what is this? What
are you doin’ around here?”


Berg said: “I’ve been looking for you, Shakkey.
Yesterday, I was in London. I went to the American
Club. I found the guns you left for me.” He went on:
“It was pretty clever of you to wrap those guns up in
those polishing cloths you pinched from the Double
Clover Leaf Club. So I went round there afterwards.
You can guess who I found there?”


Shakkey said: “I don’t know what the hell you’re
talkin’ about.”


Berg seemed not to hear him. He went on: “I met
Travis and Lauren. They haven’t changed much either.
I got your address from Travis. He told me you were
aboard the Dayton at Dartmouth. I went over there.”


Shakkey said: “I was due back on that goddam ship
three days ago. I reckon they’re gonna give me a right
royal welcome when I do get back. I got an idea the
captain of that ship’s got it in for me.”


Berg said: “He’s not the only one. I met some dame
in the Raleigh Hotel—a Mrs. Hynes. She wants to meet
up with you too.”


Shakkey said: “Ah . . . the hell with that dame!
Look, she’s had it. Well, maybe she don’t like it.” His
tone became more nasal. “Aw . . . hell . . . that’s what
they all say.”


Berg said: “She said she reckoned you was over in
this part of the world—at this place. She got the idea
you was chasing after some baby. I think she was a
little jealous or something.”


Shakkey said: “Yeah. That’s the funny thing.”


Berg asked: “What’s funny? What’s so funny about
it?”


Shakkey said: “The funny thing is you turnin’ up
right now. But, just a minute . . . what’s this stuff
about the guns I left for you at the American Club?
I never left no guns there. And what’s this stuff about
polishing cloths from the Double Clover Leaf Club? I
don’t know what the hell you’re talkin’ about. I ain’t
been to that place. I don’t reckon I’ve seen Travis or
Lauren in years. What is all this? Are you stringing me
along, Rene?”


Berg said: “Look, Shakkey . . .” His voice was still
casual. “What are you givin’ me? Are you tellin’ me
you never left those guns? Are you tellin’ me you
weren’t givin’ me a tip-off to the Double Clover Leaf
Club? Are you giving it to me on the up-an’-up that
you haven’t seen Travis or Lauren in years?”


Shakkey’s voice was almost bored: “Jeez . . . what
do I haveta tell you lies for?”


Berg said: “Yeah?” So someone else had left the
guns. He stood looking across the lawn silvered by the
moonlight, at the dark shadows caused by the trees on
the other side.


He said: “Well, is that goddam funny, or is it? I
sort of thought it was the hand of fate, Shakkey, but
maybe it wasn’t.”


Shakkey said: “Yeah . . . and maybe it was.”


Berg drew on his cigarette. He said: “What do you
mean by that one?”


Shakkey grinned. He said: “Look, this is funny.
About this babe that Carlotta said I was stringin’ along
after. Look, Rene, I ain’t goin’ after any broad over
here. I’m just goddam curious, see? Two three weeks
ago I got some leave an’ came over to this district—just
kickin’ around, see? I was walkin’ across the lawn
one evening with some jane I’d picked up in the village.
I saw some baby at a window in the hotel here and I
couldn’t believe my eyesight. I thought it just couldn’t
be true so I made some inquiry an’ it was true.


“O.K. When I got my last leave I was in a little bit
of a jam. I’m all tuckered up with a bunch of dames—Mrs.
Hynes is only one of ’em—some of the others ain’t
even as nice as she is. They’re not so pleased with me.”


Berg said dryly: “No, they wouldn’t be. Go on, Shakkey.”


Shakkey said: “So I got a big idea. I thought I’d
come over here and see this baby and maybe work the
black a little. I thought maybe she might like to slip
me some dough—just for old-time’s sake.”


Berg’s heart began to beat very quickly. Almost the
fingers holding the stub of his cigarette were trembling.


He said: “Look, Shakkey, you give it to me straight.
Who was the dame you were going to touch for the
dough—the dame staying in this hotel?”


Shakkey said softly: “Who the hell d’you think . . .
Clovis . . . ! She’s there. She’s there now.”


Berg drew in his breath. It made a little hissing noise.
Almost automatically he slipped his hand inside his
jacket towards the left armpit. Shakkey saw the movement.


He said: “For Crissake . . . what’s the idea? What
is it, Rene?” There was alarm in his voice.


Berg said: “Listen, Shakkey, I wanta have a little
talk with Clovis myself. I’ve been wantin’ to have a
little talk with her for a long time.”


Shakkey said: “Yeah? Look, you wouldn’t do anything
funny to that dame, would you, Rene?”


Berg said: “No.” His voice was smooth and quiet. “I
wouldn’t do anything funny to her. You trust me not
to do anything like that, Shakkey.” He took his hand
from out of his coat, put it into his trouser pocket, produced
a roll of notes. He peeled off a score of the notes.
He said: “Look, you get out of here, Shakkey. There’s
a stake.”


Shakkey’s fingers closed over the notes. He could feel
three or four five pound notes amongst them. His eyes
gleamed in the darkness.


He said: “O.K., Rene. You’re the boss. You know
what you’re doin’. Listen, you wouldn’t have anythin’
on her, would you? I thought . . .”


Berg said harshly: “Who in hell asked you to think?
Why don’t you keep your trap shut and get to hell out
of here? Button it up, Shakkey. Scram . . .”


“O.K., O.K.,” said Shakkey. “I’m on my way. I’ll be
seein’ you, Rene. Where you stayin’?”


“I’m staying in Dartmouth right now,” said Berg.
“Maybe I’ll be there to-morrow. Maybe I won’t. If I
am, the Raleigh’ll find me. I’ll be there in the bar to-morrow
night at nine o’clock.”


Shakkey said: “Aw, make it some place else. Ain’t
that Carlotta hangin’ around? If I go there I reckon
she’ll tear me wide open.”


“All right,” said Berg. “Make it the Castle. I’ll go
there.”


“O.K.,” said Shakkey. “If I can get ashore I’ll see
you there to-morrow night at nine o’clock.” He put his
hand for a moment on Berg’s arm. He said: “Don’t do
anything you sort of wouldn’t like to think about sometime
else, would you?”


Berg said wearily, “Why the hell don’t you get out
of here?”


He leaned against the tree. He heard Shakkey’s footsteps
retreating across the wet lawn.





It seemed to Berg that a long time had passed. Leaning
against the trunk of the magnolia tree, the heavy
leaves of the outer branches falling around him like an
umbrella, Berg allowed his mind to wander back over
the years. A series of pictures presented themselves to
him. Very few were soft, happy pictures, but even
these were unable to alter the peculiar hardness which
lay heavy upon him.


Life, thought Berg, was one of those things—and
only one of those things. What happened to you depended
on the beginning of things; depended on the
time when you first started to think, when you first began
to feel things.


All the things that had happened to him since he had
been in England—the odd strange things which had
led him, by accident it seemed, to Shakkey—were not
things which he had created. They were the acts of a
peculiar fate which was at this time dominating his
whole personality.


Had he been able to analyze his own emotions he
would have known that all the things he thought were
untrue; that in fact he was carrying out an ordained
series of acts—things which had been in his mind for
a long time—thoughts which were greater than his own
personality.


But at this moment he felt himself dominated to such
an extent by some superior power that he was content
to lean against the bole of the tree—to allow the ultimate
act to arrive at such time as this fate was to decide.


Some more minutes went by. Drawing on the fresh
cigarette he had lit, Berg considered many of the similar
scenes in his Chicago life—especially one—a scene
which had impinged itself on his memory—a scene
which like many real pictures in all men’s lives stayed
with them always for a reason which was never known.


A shadow came across the light curtain of the conservatory
on the right of the back entrance to the hotel.
It moved towards the door. The door opened. The
shadow stepped out onto the gravel path, walked with
decided clean-cut steps towards the turning of the path
where Berg stood. He closed his eyes, leaning against
the tree, his hands flat against the damp trunk. Then he
opened his eyes to look again.


It was Clovis.


She came towards him down the path—a trim, neat
figure, lovely feet and ankles—with the same graceful,
almost mechanical, movement. She was wearing a uniform
of some dull colour which accentuated perfectly
the lines of her still lovely body. Berg remembered. He
thought that when he had first seen her she must have
been twenty-one or twenty-two years of age. Now she
must be thirty-four or thirty-five. The moonlight fell
full upon her, illuminated the glory of her tawny hair,
showed him that the clean-cut contours of her face were
still real, showed him the scarlet mouth, the lovely deep-set
eyes.


She came past the tree.


Berg said: “Hallo, Clovis. Howya making out, kid?”


She spun round. In one quick decided movement she
turned and faced him as he came out from the shadows
of the tree. For one moment she was dismayed; then as
he knew it would, the quick brain worked. Her face
broke into that same lovely smile—the smile he knew
so well.


She said: “Rene . . . my God . . . you . . . !
How marvellous to see you again.”


They stood on the gravel path a few feet apart, looking
at each other.


He said: “So it’s good to see me again, Clovis? You
sort of like that. It gives you a kick. You like seeing
me, hey?”


There was a pause. When she spoke there was a little
break in her voice. She said: “Rene, of course. How can
you talk like that, knowing what has been between you
and me? Knowing what still is to be between you and
me. How can you talk like that?”


He was silent. Berg was utterly astounded at this supreme
insolence—an insolence which could only emanate
from Clovis—a concealed insolence which was
part of that amazing make-up.


He said: “So I reckon you sort of been waitin’ for
me to turn up. The one thing you wanted was to see
me.”


There was another pause; then she said softly:
“Rene . . . what do you think? What do you think
I am?” She shrugged her shoulders. “I know there’ve
been misunderstandings and odd things between you
and me, but you know we’ve been everything to each
other.”


Berg said: “Yeah.” He looked away, across the rolling
lawn behind the Chateau de la Tours towards the
dark avenue of trees. Their shadows invited him. Underneath
his left arm he felt the hard weight of the
pistol.


He said: “Let’s walk, Clovis. I want to talk to you.”


They began to walk down the path. They came to
the place where it finished and their feet trod on the
wet lawn.


She said: “Rene, I knew you’d come one day. I knew
that all I had to do was to wait. I knew you’d come back
to me.”


Berg grinned sourly in the darkness. He said: “So
you knew that. D’you know where I’ve been?” He
laughed. Not waiting for an answer he went on:
“You wouldn’t know where I’ve been, would you? You
wouldn’t know about what’s happened to me?
You wouldn’t know the sorta things that have been done
to me? You were waiting for me, were you? Like hell
you were! Or if you were you were just waiting for me
to catch up with you, babe, hey?”


She said: “Rene, I don’t know what you mean. You
were always strange—a strange weird creature, but one
who had some lovely things about him.” She pressed
her arm against his. Her voice softened. “Do you remember,
Rene,” she said, “when I first asked you to
help me? Do you remember all you did for me?”


He said: “Yeah, I remember. My middle name was
always sucker, wasn’t it? Maybe I’m still going to be a
sucker.”


She caught her breath. She had taken it, he thought,
the way he wanted her to take it.


She said: “Of course, Rene, you’d always be loyal
while there was blood in your heart.”


He said: “Yeah? Loyal to what?”


They walked across the wet grass.


He said: “You know, I’ve learned what loyalty
means, Clovis. I’ve been loyal all right. I’ve been loyal
to something that matters.”


They crossed another path, came into the shadow of
the trees. Now their way had turned itself into a mere
footpath, moss-grown, that passed between the thick
trees and the shrubbery that surrounded the outer
bounds of the Chateau de la Tours.


Berg said: “You listen to me, Clovis. This is the payoff.
Maybe you never heard of a guy called Kramen.
You never heard of a guy called Kramen—a nice guy
with a thin face, a half bald head and slitted sorta
eyes?”


She said: “No, Rene, I never heard of him.”


He said: “No? Well, maybe that’s the truth. But I
reckon this Kramen was sorta pally with a guy you did
know. A guy you knew in London the last time I met
you there. A guy called Maston or somethin’—his real
name was Schlengel. You wouldn’t have known that
guy, would you? Like hell you wouldn’t. An’ you
wouldn’t have known Schlengel was a pal of Kramen’s.
That they were both Germans an’ workin’ for the
Nazis?”


Berg drew his breath. He made a hissing noise. He
went on: “The night I met you goin’ into Shakkey’s
place I reckon you was goin’ in there to find out about
me. He’d told you he’d seen me around in London, and
you wanted to know. An’ after I told you where you
got off I reckon Shakkey told you what I’d told him.
That I was workin’ for Ransome an’ the British Secret
Service people, an’ likin’ it. I reckon he told you I was
goin’ over to Norway to get some girl back. I was a
mug to trust him an’ he was a mug to trust you. But he
told you an’ you went off an’ told Schlengel. They knew
where I’d been in 1940 in Norway, an’ they knew where
I was gonna drop, an’ they was waitin’ for me. An’ you
told ’em. Kramen told me so. I reckon he thought I’d
never get outa that camp. He told me one mornin’ while
he was having a rest from kickin’ me around.”


There was a long pause. She said: “Rene, I don’t
know what you’re talking about. I don’t know what you
mean. What’s the matter with you? I don’t understand.”


Berg caught his breath quickly. He was thinking that
she was a supreme artist—an amazing personality—a
person really without fear, without scruple, without
morals, without anything. For one fleeting second his
heart was filled with admiration for her.


He said: “O.K. So you didn’t know. You didn’t know,
you goddam liar!” His voice was quiet and sibilant. It
seemed to echo against the heavy rain-laden leaves of
the trees. He went on: “You took me for a ride years
ago. Everywhere we been—you and I—you took me for
a ride. Well, that was all right. I went with you and
maybe I could bear it. So you had to do this last thing.
You sold me out. You sold me out plenty and this is
where the bill comes in.”


She said: “Rene, I know you.” Her voice was very
soft. “You could be very hard and very tough. I know
that your life and upbringing have made you like that.
But you’ll never be hard and tough with me because
you know that deep in my heart I’ve always been for
you; that you’ve always been the only man for me.”


Berg said: “Yeah? I’ll take vanilla!”


They had come to a little clearing. The moon was full.
He took her by the shoulders, pressed her against a
tree. He put his lips to hers. She kissed him and with
the kiss she gave everything that a woman gives in a
kiss.


Berg stood away from her. He said: “Look, baby,
when I was up in the Ozarks, I usta go to a Sunday-school,
see? I met you soon after I came down from
there. Remember, you bitch? O.K. Well, at the Sunday-school
they taught me about some mug called Judas
Iscariot. They taught me that before he sold Jesus out
he kissed him. O.K. Well, I never thought very much
of the lesson at the time, but I just had a first-class
demonstration from you.”


She said nothing. She leaned against the tree. Berg
looked into her eyes and for the first time saw fear.


He said: “I’m thinkin’ about the night when I
knocked off Calsimo. You know why I knocked him off.
When I came around to your apartment that night,
you’d made up your mind I was goin’ to knock him off.
You gave me a coupla glasses of hooch, and . . . well,
you know what . . . because you knew I was goin’ out
to finish Calsimo. You had it planned. I was just the
sucker.”


She said in a little voice: “No, Rene . . . no . . .
that isn’t true. Let me explain . . . I can explain everything.
. . .”


He said: “You goddam liar.”


The wind stirred the leaves a little. The noise sounded
like the waves of the sea coming in. Berg put his hand
in the inside pocket of his jacket.


He said, not unkindly: “You remember, Clovis. I
always wanted to be a hero. You mugs taught me how
to be one an’ I listened to you. Well, it hasn’t been so
good. Now I’m gonna do something I think is O.K. and
right. They tell me they’re tough over here. They’ll
hang me for it. They don’t let killers get away with it
in this country. That’s O.K. by me. Like the flyers say
I’ve had it. There isn’t anything for me, but . . . by
God . . . there isn’t going to be anything for you
either. You’re getting what’s coming to you . . . and
here it is . . .”


He brought out the gun. She stood, looking at him,
her eyes wide, her lips a little apart. Berg began to
laugh. He said: “You know the old joke they used to
tell in school—a corny joke? The goddam funny thing
is it’s true. This is gonna hurt me more than it hurts
you.”


Berg squeezed the trigger of the .45 automatic. The
first shot took her through the heart, the second below
it, the third above it. She gave a funny cough, slumped,
an inert mass, at the bottom of the tree.


The moonlight lay full on her.


Berg put the pistol back into his pocket. He stood
looking down at her. Then he said quietly to himself:
“Well, that’s the way it goes, fella. That’s the way it
goes.”


He walked out of the shadows of the trees along the
edge of the lawn back towards the gate where he had
parked the car.



Chapter Two



CLOVIS







	Chicago 	June, 1932







                  TRAVIS Hahn surveyed
the midnight scene in Carlazzi’s with a feeling of well-being,
tinged with a vague regret that everything was
not exactly as it might be. He leaned against the satin-backed
corner seat behind his favourite table, set with
the snowy napery, gleaming glass and silver; regarded
the other inmates of the smart night club with a half
smile which might have meant anything.


Not that Chicago wasn’t good, thought Travis. Chi
was all right. The Windy City was living up to its reputation.
It was wide open for a smart guy. Prohibition
had opened up a dozen professions, trades, rackets for
any one with the brains to work them. And he was in the
best of them and still going up. Unless . . .


On the other side of the room, drinking champagne,
were Rudy and Willie Trazzi—two well-dressed, black-haired
young men, both of whom were carrying guns
for Calsimo, and who returned Travis’s smile with an
equal acidity. Travis thought to himself that one of
these days there was going to be a showdown between
Scansci and Calsimo. There had to be a showdown. The
North Side liquor traffic’s rich fruits of prohibition had
been in Scansci’s pocket for the last eighteen months,
but Travis was more than a little perturbed at some
of the rumours which were being picked up by his people
in different parts of the city.


Chicago was wide open, he thought—too wide open.
The hooch organization had progressed to such an extent
that before long the liquor barons would be declaring
open war on each other. He thought that might
not be so good.


Travis was good-looking, perfectly dressed—too well-dressed.
He was thirty-four years of age, handsome in a
rather showy fashion, and clever—very clever. As Scansci’s
right-hand man he had to be. Scansci considered
that Travis had all the virtues necessary for a lieutenant.
He could talk to people. He was a good organizer.
He played in beautifully with the police. He knew when
to graft, when to threaten, and when to arrange for the
other thing when grafts and threats were of no avail.


But Travis’s greatest virtue was that of keeping his
nose clean. No matter who else got into trouble, he kept
out of it. He was a big shot—a brain guy.


Lauren came through the heavy velvet portières into
the restaurant. Everybody turned to look at her. She
was worth looking at. Just over thirty, her beauty was
of that rare type which comes to perfect fruition at that
age. She was tall, beautifully figured, giving promise of
that supreme ripeness which was to come in a year or
two.


She was exquisitely dressed. And if Lauren overdid it
she had the figure and the poise to carry it off. She wore
a close-fitting parma violet coat and skirt, with a chiffon
blouse in a paler shade beneath. A matching tricorn hat
with a curled ostrich feather, set off her brunette hair;
her lovely feet and legs were encased in bronze leather
court shoes with exaggerated heels and gossamer bronze
silk stockings. The oversize diamond clip that Travis
had given her after his last big “take” glittered at her
breast. Lauren was definitely a picture to see and remember.


She made her way through the closely set tables
on the edge of the dance floor, across the space that
separated the inner ring of tables from those on the
outer ring—that select circle where the big shots sat;
where they talked confidentially about things which
necessitated a space between them and more ordinary
people.


When Lauren came near to the table, Travis got up.
He was always a showman and specialized in what he
considered to be good manners even towards his own
girl—a rare process in a big-time liquor man. He looked
at her. He thought: You are sweet and lovely, you bitch.
I wonder where you’ve been this afternoon. I bet if I
checked up, you have ten alibis. They would say you
were at the hairdresser’s; they would say you were fitting
new frocks; they would say all sorts of things, but
I’d like to know where the hell you really were.


He said: “Hallo, Lauren. It’s good to see you. How’s
every little thing and what about a snifter with your
best boy friend?”


Lauren said: “Meaning you?” She arched one eyebrow
whimsically.


“Meaning me,” said Travis. They both laughed. He
went on: “You know, I don’t know if anybody has ever
told you that you are an eyeful, but that’s what you
certainly are. Babe, you’ve got something. You’re terrific.
Every time I see you you knock me for a row of
pins.”


Lauren said: “Aw . . . honey . . . not after three
years! Don’t tell me you still feel like that!”


She sat down opposite him, preened herself.


“I certainly do,” said Travis. “It gets worse all the
time.” He was thinking to himself: I wonder who you’re
two-timin’ me with now. I wonder who it is. He asked
casually: “Had a good day, honey? Where you been?”


Lauren yawned. There was a little pause. Travis
thought: She’s making up a story. It’ll be a good one.
It always is. He looked at her sideways. The scream is,
he thought acidly, she doesn’t give a damn whether I
believe it or not—not one goddam! She’s got guts all
right. The hell with her! He admired guts, because, in
his own heart, he had a vague feeling that he had not
a great deal of that commodity. Once or twice when his
business had got him into one or two tight spots, he had
always got out good and quick. Travis had medals for
getting out from under when things got bad. He liked
somebody else to carry the baby. Well, that was the way
it should be. Gangsters who worked in the organization,
the gunmen who looked after the liquor deliveries,
blackmailed, threatened, bulldozed, held up and hijacked
liquor supplies—the rank and file of the Scansci
organization—they had to have courage of a sort even
if it was the lowest form of animal courage. That was
necessary. But for people like Travis who considered
himself to be on a higher plane, rough houses were
things to be avoided.


The waiter came over. Travis said: “I didn’t wait,
honey; I’ve eaten.”


Lauren said in her soft rich voice: “Yeah . . . what
did you have, Travis?”


He said: “I had hors d’œuvres, some duck, apple pie
with American cream cheese, and coffee. I didn’t have
a drink. I waited for you.”


Lauren said to the waiter: “I’ll take the same. And
bring a bottle of hooch.”


Travis said with a smirk: “Yeah . . . and one of
those White Rock bottles. And see it’s good too.”


The waiter winked. He said: “It’d have to be good for
you, Mr. Hahn, wouldn’t it? But it’s O.K. It’s your own
stuff—the special delivery. We keep it for you and one
or two others.”


“O.K.,” said Travis. “Get goin’, fella.”


The waiter went away.


Lauren said: “I tried on a new coat and skirt, I had
my hair done and I did a little window shopping. I went
back to the flat, but you weren’t there; you’d gone.”
She threw him an arch laughing smile. She said: “You
been good an’ busy to-day, haven’t you? You’re not
two-timin’ me with some blonde, are you, Travis?”


A surge of black rage swept through him. He thought:
You clever trull! You’re pretty good. You knew what
was in my mind and this is how you play it.


He said: “I’ve been stickin’ around. I’m a little worried.”
But he was still smiling. Even if you were worried
you didn’t show it—not in Carlazzi’s. There were too
many people watching you.


The place had begun to fill up. Well-dressed men and
women came in from the bars downstairs where every
sort of liquor was served in spite of the law; sat down,
ordered their meal. In the corner, on its gold raised
platform, a hot band began to play soft swing tunes.


Lauren said, still smiling: “What’s worrying you,
honey?”


He took his cigarette case from his pocket—a flat
enamelled case with his initials in gold on the corner—selected
a cigarette, lit it.


He said: “There’s gonna be some trouble in a minute,
kid.”


“Yeah?” said Lauren. “Where’s it comin’ from? I
thought you’d got everything sewn up. I thought it was
all sort of straightened out.” She smiled. “You don’t
mean to tell me somebody’s gonna muscle in, do you?”


Travis said: “You listen to me, kid. Nothing stands
still. It either goes backwards or forwards. In order to
stop yourself goin’ backwards you gotta go forwards,
see?”


She said: “Nope, I don’t. Meaning what?”


Travis said: “Meaning this: You see those two mugs
over there—Rudy and Willie Trazzi?”


She looked casually round the room. Her eyes rested
for a fleeting second on the black-haired brothers.


She said: “Yeah, I see ’em.”


He said: “They’re two new guys startin’ in for Calsimo.
They’re from New York. They tell me they’re
goddam tough. That’s one thing. The other thing is I
heard some news this afternoon that wasn’t quite so
good. I think there’s gonna be a little trouble on the
North Side. I’m goddam certain of it. This guy Calsimo
is gettin’ too big for his boots. I reckon he thinks he can
step in there and take our business, or some of it.”


She said casually: “That’s not so extraordinary.
You’ve had that sort of thing before, hey, Travis?
Scansci’s good enough for that. Have you talked to him
about it?”


He shook his head. “What d’you think I take my cut
for?” he asked. “It’s my business to look after that.”


“O.K.,” said Lauren. “It’s your business. Well, look
after it.” She dropped her voice. “Why don’t you go
for the fountainhead? You’ve bumped guys as big as
Calsimo, haven’t you—or had ’em bumped—I beg your
pardon,” she said with a sarcastic twist of the mouth.


Travis did not like that. The planner of a dozen
killings, he had never taken a hand in one of them. He
had never carried a gun. Some other mug did that.


He said: “Look, why don’t you use your head? Calsimo’s
been throwing plenty jack around this town. He’s
been gettin’ himself in good with the right boys. Some
of the ward heelers are beginning to think they’re getting
pro-Calsimo. I don’t like it. I don’t like it one little
bit.”


She said: “Aw . . . what the hell! What’s eating
you, Travis? Why don’t you get somebody to take him
for a ride? And that’s the end of the trouble.”


Travis said: “I wish I could think that. It’d be the
beginning of the big trouble. If somebody bumps Calsimo
it’s gonna be somebody in our set-up. It must be.
We’re the only people who could possibly be interested
in his tryin’ to set up an organization to supply the
North Side with hooch. Another thing is the cops have
got to do something around here pretty soon. The last
eighteen months we’ve been getting away with everything
we wanted to. You seen the newspapers lately?
They’re not so pleased, are they? I reckon this thing’s
got to be played good an’ smart or else. . . .”


She said: “Well, if it’s clever stuff, Travis, that’s up
your street, hey? Maybe you can arrange it to look like
an accident.”


He said: “Aw . . . to hell with that. D’you think
Calsimo is gonna get himself in a spot where it’s gonna
look like an accident? He’s got these guys from New
York. They’re tough and clever.” He sighed. “I gotta
think something out.”


She smiled. “You will, honey . . . you will,” said
Lauren.


The waiter served her dinner, poured out the whisky
from the White Rock bottle. They drank, looking at
each other over the rims of the glasses.


After a pause she said: “You got something sproutin’
at the back of your mind, big boy. I can see it. You got
some idea sproutin’. I know you.”


He said: “I ain’t got any idea. But I’m plenty worried.”


She said: “Sure . . . you told me you’re worried
about this guy, Calsimo. In a minute maybe you’ll tell
me you wanta resign and walk out. What do I have to
do—make a pass at Calsimo to put the job straight—or
what?”


He said sourly: “I wouldn’t put that above you sometimes.”
He laughed suddenly: “I was ribbin’ you, babe,”
he said. “But I’m worried, and I’m not only worried
about Calsimo.”


She said: “Yeah? What else is on your mind?”


He said: “I’m worried about the Big Boy—Scansci.”


She sat back, looked at him in amazement. She said:
“What the hell . . . worried about Scansci . . . !
Scansci’s right on top of it, sitting right on top of the
heap. Goddam it, he owns this burg. What are you worried
about him for?”


He said: “You know, I’m sorta steamed up a little
about this Clovis.”


Lauren said: “You mean the new Mrs. Scansci?”


Travis said: “Yeah, the new Mrs. Scansci. I wonder
what the hell she’s playin’ at.”


Lauren asked: “What should she be playin’ at? She’s
sittin’ pretty. What’s she done?”


Travis said: “I wouldn’t know. I can’t get around
to it, babe. But there’s something going on—something
screwy—and I don’t like it.”


She poured him another drink. She said: “Look, you
know what’s the matter with you? First of all you need
a coupla drinks. You got this Calsimo guy on your mind.
The best thing you can do is to get rid of him. You
gotta make it look like somebody else pulled it, that’s
all. If you think the coppers are gettin’ leery around
here; if you think they’re gonna pin it on our organization,
well, you gotta make it look like somebody else.”


He said: “Yeah? And that’s gonna be too easy, ain’t
it? Too goddam easy. What you’re tellin’ me is I’ve
gotta go to somebody I don’t know. I gotta put them
wise to the whole set-up in order to get rid of Calsimo.
In order to get rid of that big baboon, I gotta give my
hand away an’ put myself in bad. What do you take me
for?”


She said: “I wouldn’t know. Sometimes I don’t take
you for anything.” She laughed. “Don’t worry, handsome,”
she said. “You’ll find a way out. You always do.”


Shakkey pushed his way through the curtains. Travis
raised his eyebrows inquiringly. Shakkey, who ran the
underground garage where the Scansci speed cars were
parked, where all sorts of things happened and no questions
were asked; Shakkey, who was in charge of the
depot from which the liquor trucks operated; who organized
and paid the Italian alcohol cookers. There had
to be a good reason before Shakkey put his nose inside
Carlazzi’s.


He stood just inside the heavy velvet portières, over-dressed,
with pointed shoes, a tight-waisted suit of too
well-cut English tweeds, a dark blue silk shirt and collar,
and a near yellow tie.


Shakkey was thin and angular. His blond hair was
swept straight back from his forehead. His cheekbones
stuck out. His eyes were humorous and laughed all the
time. Shakkey would laugh at you while he was cutting
your throat. He looked round the room. Travis saw his
eyes rest just for a moment on the two Trazzi boys who
were now paying their bill; then he came over to the
table.


He said: “Good evening, Travis. How’s it goin’,
Mrs. Hahn?” He stood on the other side of the table
looking down at them.


Travis said: “Take your weight off your feet, Shakkey.
What’s eatin’ you? Anything wrong?”


Shakkey looked at Lauren. Travis said: “Go on, you
can talk. I got no secrets from Mrs. Hahn.”


She said: “Listen, Travis, if you’d like me to scram
I’ll get out and come back; if you want to talk to
Shakkey; if you think there’s something I shouldn’t
hear.”


Travis said: “What does it matter? Get yourself a
chair, Shakkey. Have a drink.”


Shakkey reached out for a gilt chair from a nearby
table. He sat down with his back to the restaurant.
Lauren poured him out a glass of whisky. He drank it
in one gulp.


He said: “You know, I’ve never been in here before
except maybe once or twice. A hell of a dump! It’s
terrific. If I was to eat around here I reckon I’d be
so set on lookin’ at the decorations I’d forget what I was
eatin’.” His voice was high-pitched, nasal.


Travis said: “Yeah . . . yeah . . . yeah. . . . Cut
out the comedy stuff. What’s the trouble?”


Shakkey said: “It looks to me like real trouble. You
know that consignment that was going down to O’Hagan
at Bolt Alley—the big one?”


Travis said: “Yeah—six trucks, wasn’t it?”


Shakkey nodded. “Six trucks,” he said. “O.K. Well,
somebody high-jacks the whole goddam lot. You got
that? We found the trucks up-ended on Rose Court at
the bottom of the Alley.”


Travis said: “What about the drivers and guards?”


Shakkey spread his hands. He said: “They killed
Mills and Florian. We don’t know where the other four
drivers are. One guard’s wounded; we got him in the
garage now; the doc’s tryin’ to get the bullet out of him.
Where the others are, search me . . . unless . . .”


Travis said: “Unless what?”


There was a pause. Shakkey said: “Maybe I’m
dreamin’ but there aren’t any of our boys would take
a run-out powder, are there?” He spread his hands
again. “I wouldn’t even think a thing like that,” he said,
“except I been hearing one or two things lately.”


Travis said shortly: “Calsimo?”


“Yeah, that’s it,” said Shakkey. “There’s been talk
about the boy musclin’ in. There’s been talk that he’s
gonna have our business. He’s got some sweet boys in
from New York, they tell me. Two of ’em are just goin’
out now—those two Trazzi bastards. You know, boss,
we gotta do something about this.”


Travis looked at Lauren. He said: “What did I tell
you?”


She said: “So it’s that bad?”


Travis said: “Look, Shakkey, I reckon I’ll have to
have a word with Mr. Scansci. I reckon we gotta move.
We gotta do something about this.”


Shakkey said: “You’re tellin’ me. Look, there’s only
one thing to do, Travis. Somebody’s got to fog this
bastard Calsimo good an’ quick. If you can rub that
wart out before the rot starts we’ll be all right; otherwise
some of us are gonna have a bellyful of lead slugs.”
His voice became reminiscent. “An’, you know, we’ve
been sittin’ pretty a long time,” he said, “right on top
of the heap. You know how it is, Travis. You gotta
scheme and fight like hell to get there an’ when you get
there you gotta go on schemin’ an’ fightin’ to stop there.
Maybe,” he went on a little diffidently, “some of us
have been takin’ things a bit too easy.”


Travis said nothing. He got the implication. He said:
“You look after your job, Shakkey, and leave me to
look after mine. O.K. I’m gonna do something about
this.”


Shakkey said: “That’s all I wanta hear. Me—I’m
just the guy who brings back the empties with one or
two other things, but I go for action in a very big way
and right now. Otherwise . . .” He spread his hands.


Travis said: “Aw . . . can it . . .”


Shakkey drank some whisky. He emptied his glass,
poured out a fresh one. He said: “Well, Mrs. Hahn,
here’s to you. I reckon you’re beautiful. One of these
fine days some guy is gonna get around to tellin’ Travis
how lucky he is. If I had a dame like you I reckon I’d
set up to be the President of the United States. As it is
I just go on hopin’.”


He drank half the whisky. He put the glass down. He
said: “Look, here’s a big laugh. Something to relieve the
monotony of this conversation we been havin’. You
know what happens to-day? I’ll tell you. I just got the
last trucks away and everything is okey-doke an’ all set
for the evening. The two boys who are watchmen
for the night come on an’ I got an idea I’ll go out the
garage the back way. So I go out by Barrell Street. I’m
just closing the small door an’ gettin’ ready to lock it
when I see something. I see a guy. This guy is a scream.
He’s wearin’ a suit of overalls like you’ve never seen
before in your life. He’s thin; he’s gotta lot of black
hair an’ eyes that look like a coupla safety lamps. While
I’m lookin’ at him he falls over.”


Lauren said: “He was drunk?”


Shakkey said: “Nope, the mug wasn’t drunk. He was
starvin’. Would you believe it, he ain’t eaten in three
days. He’s been livin’ on water.”


Lauren said: “Yeah?” Her tone was almost disinterested.
“So what?”


Shakkey said: “So nothing. I lean over this guy an’ I
flip him under the nostrils until he opens his eyes. Then
I say: ‘How’s it goin’, kid?’ Well, most guys like that
would start a long spiel. You know, a hard-luck story.
Well, this mug don’t. He says: “ ‘Say, Mister . . .
you couldn’t tell me where I could get a job around
here?’ ”


Shakkey grinned. “I think this is funny,” he went on.
“Here’s a kid so goddam weak he can’t stand up an’ he
wants a job. He ain’t even singin’ ‘Brother, can you
spare a dime?’ ”


Travis said: “Where is this guy from?”


“That’s the other scream,” said Shakkey. “Will you
believe it, the guy’s hitch-hiked it all the way down
from the Ozarks. Yeah . . . one of them goddam hillbillies.
Somebody told him the streets of Chicago was
paved with gold an’ I reckon he wanted a coupla pavin’
stones.”


Lauren said: “Is this the end of the story? I’m
waitin’ for the big laugh.”


Shakkey said: “There’s nothing else to it. I took him
inside the garage. I gave him a snifter—one out of the
apple jack bottle. It knocked him sideways. Then I was
thinkin’. You know, Travis, all the night guys we got
on at that garage are pretty cute sorta bastards. They
been with us a long time. We’re payin’ them two hundred
and fifty, three hundred a week. But what do we
know about ’em?”


Travis said: “Yeah, I got it. What do we know?
They been with us a long time. They’ve been paid
plenty and they’re on the up-an’-up. Well, it pays ’em
to be. What’s the idea?”


Shakkey said: “Listen, the idea is somebody told the
guys who high-jacked our delivery to-night when the
truck was leavin’. You know I never let the drivers or
guards know what time the delivery trucks are goin’
out—not till ten minutes before. But they got ’em in the
right place—just at the end of Barrell Street where
there’s a double turnin’ an’ it’s easy to make a getaway.”


Travis said: “So you think somebody’s shootin’ their
mouth off. You think some of Calsimo’s people have got
inta one or two of our boys?”


Shakkey said: “I wouldn’t know. I’m guessin’, but
what I thought was this: This mug who turns up to-night
from the Ozarks with the black hair. Look . . .
he’s sort of virgin. You see, goddam it, the guy’s never
been in the city in his life before. I reckon he’s one of
these guys if I was to give him two three square meals,
put him on the payroll, he’d sorta want to die for me.
He’s sorta like that. You got it?”


Travis said: “I got it. You might be right at that.”


Lauren said: “Sure, he might be right. The trouble
with an organization like ours, Travis, is all the guys in
it are a goddam sight too smart. They’re always playin’
it off the cuff. Some of ’em like it both ways. You give
’em three C’s a week, they want five. You give ’em five
C’s, they want a grand. Don’t I know ’em.” She laughed.
“They’re almost as bad as dames.”


Travis said: “Look, where is this guy? What’s his
name?”


Shakkey said: “I got him down at the garage. His
name’s Rene Berg—a damn’ funny moniker for a guy
twenty years old from the Ozarks. He’s been brought
up there by foster-parents. He don’t know who his people
are—never seen ’em. You only gotta take one look
at this mug to know he’s on the up-an’-up.”


Travis said: “And the idea is what?”


Shakkey said: “Give the guy some food, put him on
the payroll, stick him down there at the garage on the
night-shift. He goes in the office. He don’t meet anybody.
We have a glass front put in two sides of the
office. From there he can see every truck, every man,
in the garage. You got that? All right. He can see if
guys are talkin’ together. He can hear if the phone goes.
All we do is not let him meet anybody who’s workin’ on
the supply organization or drivin’ a truck. You got it?”


Travis said: “I got it.” Vaguely at the back of his
brain an idea was beginning to take shape. He said:
“Look, I tell you what you do. I’d like to look at this
mug myself. You get out of here, give him a meal, buy
him some clothes. Give him a coupla drinks, a few bucks
and put him up for the night somewhere. Get him a bed,
see? You bring him round to see me to-morrow afternoon
around three o’clock. I’d like to talk to this mug.”


Shakkey said: “O.K. It’s an idea. Well, I’ll be seein’
you, Travis. So long.”


He finished his drink, went away.


Lauren said: “What’s the big idea, honey? D’you
mean to tell me you’re gettin’ interested in Shakkey
taking on another guy down at the garage at a few bucks
a week? What d’you wanta meet him for?”


Travis smiled at her. He said: “Oh, nothing. But
maybe I got an idea.”


She thought: I bet you have. You got an idea all
right because you’re gettin’ scared good an’ plenty.
You’re gettin’ scared because of this Calsimo. You’re
lookin’ for a way out. An’ you’d double-cross your own
mother to find it.


She said: “Of course you got an idea. Ain’t you the
brain guy? Ain’t you the little fella who always makes
out? Why, without you the Scansci organization would
be in the queer.”


Travis said: “Yeah . . . now you’re tryin’ to flatter
me. . . .”


She said: “What me! How could I do a thing like
that, honey?” She squeezed his hand.


II


It was seven o’clock. O’Finnigan—Lieutenant of Detectives
for the Precinct—walked two blocks past Mulbery
Street, turned right. He walked slowly, pondered
on the annoyances of life generally, and more particularly
the annoyances of a lieutenant of detectives in a
tough precinct in the Windy City. One of these fine
days, thought O’Finnigan, he was going to throw his
hand in and get out while the going was good. Maybe
when he’d netted a few thousand more dollars. . . .


But it would have to be soon. A cop’s life in Chicago
was no life. With the liquor racket reaching a nadir;
with gang warfare open and insolent, all a wise guy
could do was to play it off the cuff and try and make
both ends meet with a bit to spare.


O’Finnigan walked another block; turned down the
stairs into Florian’s speak-easy. The speak-easy was
olde-worlde. The panelling of the walls and decorations
were supposed to be Stuart. The atmosphere was restful
and the drinks were all right—sometimes. You took
a chance. Maybe the stuff was good and maybe Florian’s
boys had made the gin up in the bathroom. You
just didn’t know. Not unless you were a big shot. If you
were a big shot then you were O.K. You got the right
sort of stuff—liquor that hadn’t even been cut. Stuff
that didn’t even make you sick in the morning.


There were few people there. The habitués of the
afternoon were getting over their hangovers. The evening
crowd had not yet arrived. O’Finnigan sat down
at a table in the far corner of the room. He lit a
cigarette.


The bartender came over from behind the bar, put
the glass in front of him. He said softly: “You needn’t
worry about that stuff, lieutenant. It’s pretty good. I
drink it myself.”


O’Finnigan nodded. He drank a little of the whisky,
put the glass back on the table, sat looking straight in
front of him. Five minutes passed. Travis Hahn came
down the stairs, looked at the bartender, looked at
O’Finnigan, winked, went over to the table and sat
down.


He said: “Hallo, Pat.”


O’Finnigan said shortly: “Hallo to you.”


The bartender brought a glass of whisky, a bottle of
White Rock, a new bottle of whisky with the cork
drawn. He put them down on the table. He went out of
the bar. The room was empty now except for Travis and
O’Finnigan.


There was a silence. Then O’Finnigan said: “Yeah?”


Travis said: “Look, Pat, I’m a little worried. You get
me?”


O’Finnigan said: “Yeah, I can understand that.
This guy Calsimo is sort of getting above himself, hey?”


Travis said: “Maybe. Something’ll have to be done
about that boy.”


The lieutenant of detectives finished his whisky. He
took the stopper out of the bottle, poured a fresh one,
added White Rock.


He said: “Yeah . . . but you know, Travis, I think
you gotta sort of watch your step. This guy Calsimo is
getting around a bit. He’s gettin’ to know one or two
people who matter.”


Travis said: “Sure, I know what you mean, Pat, but
I thought we’d play this sort of easy . . . you know?”


The lieutenant of detectives said: “So you’re gonna
play it easy. Meanin’ just what?”


Travis said: “Look, we understand each other around
this burg. You know, Chi’s a pretty small village whichever
way you look at it, but I reckon everybody is
agreed we don’t want any outsiders musclin’ in around
here.”


O’Finnigan said. “Yeah, so who’s musclin’ in? What’s
going on?”


Travis said: “Calsimo’s got a pair of guys—two gunsels—Rudy
and Willie Trazzi. He’s brought these guys
in from New York.” Travis shrugged his shoulders.
“They tell me they’re tough,” he said. “I reckon something’s
got to be done about that, you know.”


O’Finnigan said: “Yeah? Such as what?”


Travis poured himself another glass of whisky. He
lit a cigarette. He said: “You know, Pat, I bought a
block of stock the other day—nice stuff they tell me—Incorporated
Steel. It’s due for a jump. I reckon there’s
twenty dollars a share to be made on that stock within
the next coupla weeks.”


O’Finnigan said shortly: “You oughta know.”


Travis went on: “I told you I bought myself a piece
of this stock. Well, I bought a little piece for you too,
Pat. You’ll be hearing about it.”


O’Finnigan said: “Thanks a lot. You always were a
nice guy, Travis.”


Travis said: “I’m always nice to a pal.”


There was a silence. The lieutenant of detectives said
eventually: “You was talkin’ about these Trazzi boys.”


Travis said: “Yeah, I don’t think I like these guys
kickin’ around here and I think it’s time somebody
taught Calsimo a lesson—told him where he gets off,
you know. I thought it might be a good idea if we did
something about those two boys.”


O’Finnigan said: “Well, you know what you’re doing,
but I think you oughta know there’s been a lot of talk
lately about your boss Scansci and Calsimo. The Federal
Government’s taking an interest in what’s going on
around here. It isn’t so much what the State coppers
think, but what the Feds think. Whatever you do
oughta be played nice and easy.”


Travis said: “Sure, I get that. What you mean is
there mustn’t be any tie-up with our organization—no
sort of tie-up between anything that might happen to
those Trazzi boys and the Scansci mob, hey?”


O’Finnigan said: “Yeah, that’s what I mean.”


Travis said: “Look, I got an idea.” He leaned over
the table. He went on: “You know, Pat, I’ve always
liked you. I’ve always talked freer to you than any guy
I’ve ever known.”


O’Finnigan said: “And why not? What the hell
would you have done without me, hey?”


“I know . . . I know . . .” said Travis. “Well,
look, maybe you got the idea in your head that Calsimo
is goin’ up. Is that right?”


O’Finnigan shrugged his shoulders. He said: “I
wouldn’t know, but that’s what I think. He’s got something,
this guy, and you know they’re sayin’ around the
town that Scansci’s slippin’ a little—not sort of paying
the attention he usta pay to business. Maybe he’s got
other interests—maybe that new wife of his. How old
is she—twenty?” he laughed. “He oughta know better.”


Travis said: “Yeah, maybe you’re right. Scansci was
forty-eight three days ago. He’s married this babe and
he can’t see or hear or think of anything else. It would
be sort of funny if Calsimo made the grade, wouldn’t
it? It would be sort of funny if he got away with it.”


O’Finnigan looked at him with hard cold eyes. He
said: “Yeah . . . are you thinkin’ that or wishin’
that?”


Travis smiled. He said: “I wouldn’t know, Pat, but I
reckon if something was to happen to those Trazzi
boys, Calsimo’s gonna get steamed up. He’s gonna do
something about it, hey?”


O’Finnigan said: “Yeah, I should think that might
happen. You mean he might try an’ take Scansci?”


Travis spread his hands. “You never know what’s
gonna happen,” he said.


There was another silence; then the lieutenant of
detectives said: “So what?”


Travis poured another drink for each of them. He
said: “Look, we took a new guy over the other day.
Nobody knows him around here. He’s a hick from the
Ozarks—a punk. He’s got hayseeds in his hair. His
name’s Berg—Rene Berg. I got him fixed up in a small-time
hotel in a room, with a hundred dollars a week
and a new suit. He thinks he’s gonna work in a garage—one
of our supply dumps, see?”


O’Finnigan said: “I see.”


Travis went on: “He’s a simple sort of mug. He’s had
no experience of anything at all. He don’t know a goddam
thing about dames or liquor or the big city or anything—just
another of those mugs who think you walk
down to Chicago and make your fortune. Maybe you
heard about them guys?”


O’Finnigan said: “Yeah, I heard about ’em plenty.”


Travis said: “These two Trazzi boys are sort of
pushers, see? They go for dames in a very big way.
Well, I know a coupla sweet babies who might fall for
’em—or look as if they were falling. So maybe these
two babies date up the Trazzi boys out at the Rose
Dean Roadhouse. You got that?”


O’Finnigan said: “I heard something like this before
about somebody else sometime. I got it. So the two
Trazzi boys go out to the Rose Dean Roadhouse to
meet up with these two broads; then what?”


Travis said: “Well, one of our cars goes out with a
coupla smart boys aboard and this guy Berg’s with ’em.
So maybe he has a few drinks on the road. Maybe he
don’t know what he’s doing. So the Trazzi boys get it.
They get bumped off. You got that?”


O’Finnigan said: “I got that. Then what? If they get
bumped off we gotta have somebody. I told you Calsimo
was gettin’ in with some big boys around here. They’re
working for him an’ somebody fogs ’em, there’s gonna
be plenty trouble. We gotta have somebody.”


“Sure . . . sure . . .” said Travis. “You’ll get
somebody all right. You get Berg, see?”


O’Finnigan said: “I don’t see. You tell me.”


Travis said: “When our car gets out to Rose Dean,
this guy Berg is cut. He’s high. So he don’t know which
way he’s pointin’. O.K. So the Trazzi boys get bumped.
When the cops come they find Berg in the car with the
gun that killed the Trazzi guys in his pocket, so you
have him, see?”


O’Finnigan said: “I see. Well, that’s O.K. You know
what you’re doin’. So long as we get somebody. But I
reckon we aren’t having any more killings around here
without having somebody taken in for it. The newshounds
are getting sort of restive, you know. If we get
this Berg mug, O.K. But it’s the hot squat.”


Travis said: “Sure . . . that’s O.K. Is that all right
with you?”


The lieutenant of detectives said: “That’s O.K. by
me.”


They had another drink. Then O’Finnigan said:
“Well, I’ll be seein’ you, Travis.”


Travis said: “Sure . . . thanks a lot, Pat. You always
were a good guy. You’ll hear from the brokers to-morrow
about that block of shares.”


O’Finnigan said: “Thanks. So long, Travis. Remember
me to Lauren.”


He got up, walked across the carpeted floor of the
speak-easy, went up the stairs. Travis watched him
until he disappeared round the winding stairway.





At eight o’clock Travis went to Scansci’s apartment—a
penthouse on the fashionable North Side with
everything that opened and shut.


He rang the bell. A Japanese butler opened the door,
Travis went in. As he stepped into the hallway, Clovis
Scansci came out of a room on the right. She looked at
Travis. She gave him a long steady look from her large
violet eyes.


She said softly: “Hallo, Travis. You wanta see
Paul?”


Travis said: “Yeah, it’s important. Howya goin’,
Clovis?”


She said: “Wonderful . . . I feel everything’s wonderful.
I think I’m a very lucky girl.”


Travis said: “Yeah, if I looked like you look I’d
think I was lucky.”


He thought she was the most perfect thing he’d ever
seen in his life. Twenty-one years of age, with a supreme
figure, tawny hair that framed a heart-shaped
face, a superb mouth, little teeth like pearls . . .
everything! He thought to himself. I got an idea back
of my head you and I understand each other, baby, but
I got to find out.


He asked: “Is Paul around?”


Clovis said: “Yes, in his room. Go in; have a drink.”


Travis said: “I will. I’ll be seein’ you, Clovis.”


She turned suddenly. She was close to him now. She
put out her hand, took his. It might have been a gesture
of friendship or something else. You couldn’t know.


She said: “Do, Travis. I’m lonely sometimes. Give
me a ring. Come and talk to me. I like talking to you.”


He smiled at her. He said: “Yeah, I will. So long,
honey.” He crossed the hall, went down the passage,
opened the door at the far end.


Scansci was sitting at his desk. He was big, fat,
ponderous. His face was round and smiling, his eyes
small like pigs’ eyes. His silk collar was a little too tight
for his neck and a fold of flesh showed above it. He was
smoking a cigar. Travis noticed that his eyes were
rimmed with tired red circles.


He said: “Well, Travis, how is it going? What’s
new? Everything okey-doke?”


Travis said shortly: “No, everything’s not okey-doke,
and we got to do something about it. You got that.
Something’s gotta be done.”


Scansci said: “Say, what the hell is this fella?” He
ran his hand over his sleek black hair. His hand was
plump. There were two diamond rings on the fat fingers.


Travis sat down. He lit a cigarette. Scansci got up,
walked to a wall cupboard, produced a bottle of whisky,
a bottle of White Rock and two glasses. He poured out
two drinks. He said: “Hey . . . hey. . . . Travis,
what’s this? What goes on around here? You look as
if you’re worried about something.”


Travis said: “I’m worried all right, boss. Look . . .
two three nights ago we had some trucks high-jacked.
That was Calsimo. You got that? O.K. The word’s
going round this burg that he’s on the up-an’-up and
you’re on the down an’ out. You know what that
means?”


Scansci spread his hands. He said: “That means a
leetle fight, that’s all. We had thees sort of thing before,
Travis. Well, we’ll feex this. You look after it.”


Travis said: “It’s not so easy. Listen, Paul, this boy
Calsimo has been sprinklin’ some ground-bait around
City Hall and one or two other places. You got that?
He’s gettin’ himself in with the big boys. He’s not
tryin’ to duck trouble; he’s lookin’ for it, and the cops
are gettin’ restive. There’s been too much gunplay
around here. The newspapers are beefin’ off, the public
are screamin’ their heads off. Somebody’s gotta be
pulled in for something in a minute.”


Scansci said: “Yes . . . I sort of heard disa thing
before. Well, what do I pay you for? What you going to
do about eet?”


Travis said: “Look, boss, maybe the boys think that
you’re sort of gettin’ a little remote these days.” He
spread his hands, shrugged his shoulders. “I know that’s
natural,” he said. “You just got married so you want a
sort of honeymoon, hey? But I got an idea in my head
that it’s not the sorta time when you have one.”


Scansci said: “So what do I do?” He got up, lit a
cigar. He looked at Travis through the cloud of tobacco
smoke. He said: “You gotta something in your mind.
Come on . . . shoot . . . What you theenk? What’s
in your mind?”


Travis said: “Look, Calsimo’s got a coupla gun-boys
in from New York—Rudy an’ Willie Trazzi. O.K. We
take ’em just to show him he can’t start something
around here.”


Scansci said: “That’s alla right. What’s the matter
with that?”


Travis said: “But the cops want a pinch. They think
they’re gonna have an easy one. I’ve given ’em one.”


Scansci said: “Yes? You tella me.”


Travis went on: “Shakkey got hold of some mug
from the Ozarks—name of Berg—half-starved and
lookin’ for a job. I’ve sort of looked after him an’ he’s
grateful, see? He’s never met any of the boys an’ he’s
stuck in a small-time hotel. He came to see me yesterday
an’ he’s a gift from Heaven. This is the mug who’s
gonna knock off the Trazzi boys. You got that?”


Scansci said: “No. Exactly what do you mean?”


Travis said: “Charlie an’ Lefty go out with the car
an’ they take this mug with ’em—this Berg mug. He’s
got a job, see? He’s eaten. He’s full of himself. So he
gets tight. They go out to Rose Dean. The Trazzi boys
will be out there—I’ve fixed that. The boys get Berg
drunk and the Trazzis get fogged. The police find the
gun on Berg. They have him. Everybody’s happy.”


Scansci said: “Well, what’s the matter with that?”


Travis said: “That’s only the beginning. It’s no good
beatin’ about the bush. We gotta get Calsimo. If he
lives, you don’t, an’ that goes for a lot of us. This is
only number one.”


Scansci said: “Always you are a very clever one,
Travis. You gotta something else in the back of your
mind. You tella me what it is.”


Travis said: “Look, I’ll tell you. The Trazzi boys
get bumped, so that’s a sort of tip-off for Calsimo,
see? Maybe he gets a little scared, maybe he don’t. We
don’t care. O.K. The cops knock off Berg. They’re
happy. They throw him in the can, but we don’t let
him stay there.” He leaned forward in his chair. “Look,
boss,” he said, “I’ve been studyin’ this guy, Berg. He’s
the complete mug—a bonehead—a gift from Heaven.
I reckon if that boy felt grateful to us for something
in a big way he’d do anything. He’s that sort of guy.
Now this is the big idea.”


Scansci said: “You tella me. I listen.”


Travis told him.


III


Berg sat on the bed, his arms resting on his knees,
his thin face poised on his cupped hands. He looked
dully at the wall of the cell opposite him. He was trying
to think but found the process both difficult and bitter.
His head still ached from the liquor with which the two
boys had supplied him so generously. The fact that the
final drink had been a Mickey Finn was unknown to
Berg. But even if he had known the knowledge would
have helped him not at all.


He wondered how long it took to die in the electric
chair. They called it the “hot squat.” They described
the process of being electrocuted as “frying”—not a
particularly pleasing word.


He ceased to think about death; turned his mind to
other things. So this was the end of the big adventure
that Chicago promised to be—a cell and the electric
chair. There was no doubt in Berg’s mind that he was
for the hot squat. They had told him that. There was
a weal across one side of his face where one of his interrogators
had indulged in a little persuasion with a piece
of rubber tubing. For hours, possibly longer, Berg had
sweated under the electric light; experienced the joys
of third degree. And if he had kept silence it was because
there was nothing for him to talk about.


He thought it was unlucky that on his first job he had
listened to Charlie and Lefty—the two mechanics with
whom he had gone out on his first trip. They’d stopped
at several places on the road; had drinks. Berg, who
was not keen on liquor, had tried to duck, but they
talked him into it. The last drink taken on the road in
the cab of the truck out of Lefty’s own particular flask,
had just about finished him off. After that he was all
yours. He didn’t know anything about it—nothing until
the time when the police car had picked him up; until
they had told him he’d shot two men and advised him to
come clean and, when he hadn’t, used the usual means
of persuasion that were fashionable at that time. He
thought it wasn’t so good. But his dissatisfaction was
not tinged with any great amount of self-pity. Berg, even
at the age of twenty-one, had already learned that self-pity
got you nowhere. He’d learned that in the Ozarks,
the necessary lessons having been inculcated by tough,
drunken, vicious foster-parents. He didn’t think there
was very much chance. He thought he’d get the hot
squat all right. The cops had told him that was a certainty.
Well, that was that. It might save a lot of trouble—a
lot of inconvenience. But it wasn’t the adventure
that he had promised himself when he’d got away from
the farm in the Ozarks, and hitch-hiked and walked
towards the wonderful adventure that Chicago promised.
Chicago! The city of dreams! He grinned ruefully.


Upstairs, the Precinct Office clock showed it was
seven o’clock. The desk sergeant, drowsy over the
blotter, waiting for his relief, looked up as the swing
doors opened and Travis Hahn came in. The desk sergeant
couldn’t see who the person was behind Travis—not
for a moment. Then he saw. It was Linney—Scansci’s
mouthpiece—the cutest lawyer in Chicago.
The desk sergeant thought: I know what they’re gonna
do. They’re gonna pull a fast one.


He said pleasantly: “Good evening, Mr. Hahn.”


Travis said: “Good evening, sergeant. This is Mr.
Linney—Mr. Scansci’s lawyer. This is just a little
matter of habeas corpus. You’re holding a guy called
Rene Berg downstairs. I reckon we wanta see him.”


The sergeant said: “Look, Mr. Hahn, you know goddam
well this guy held here’s on a charge of murder—first
degree murder. He bumped two guys last night and
he was caught practically red-handed.”


Travis said: “Yeah? That’s what you think. We
don’t.” He moved to one side.


Linney said: “I don’t think we have to argue this
thing out here, do we, sergeant? I want to see your
prisoner. I have indisputable evidence that he was at
least fifteen miles away when this shooting occurred
last night. The fact that he was found in a car at the
scene of the murder; that he had in his possession the
murder gun, means very little against such an alibi.
Quite obviously he was taken out there and planted
there. He was drunk when he was found. I merely wish
to exercise my right to see my client.”


The desk sergeant got up. He said: “O.K. . . . O.K. . . .
You go and see your client.” He bellowed a name;
sat down hard on his chair. He looked at Travis and
grinned. It was not a particularly nice grin.


Travis was still smiling pleasantly. Now he took out
his thin enamelled case and lit a cigarette.


An officer came in.


The desk sergeant said: “Mr. Hahn and Mr. Linney
to see the guy Berg.” He grinned at the officer.


The officer said: “O.K. This way, please.”


He went away. Travis and Linney followed him.


As their footsteps died away the desk sergeant picked
up the telephone before him, rang a number. After a
moment he said:


“That you, lieutenant? Mr. O’Finnigan . . . ? Yeah,
this is me. . . . Look, I got an idea that Hahn’s pullin’
a fast one on you. He’s just been here with Linney—Scansci’s
mouthpiece. Linney’s gonna defend Berg. It
looks like they got a defence too. They got an alibi—so
Linney says, and I reckon if he says so he means it.
. . . Yeah. . . . O.K., you’ll be around. So long, lieutenant.”
He hung up.


Downstairs in the cell, Travis sat on the bed opposite
Berg. He said: “Well, kid, you got yourself in it pretty
bad, hey? You know what this means?”


Berg said slowly: “Yeah . . . they told me . . . the
hot squat! They’re gonna fry me for this.”


Travis said: “Well, that’s too bad. I reckon they
pushed you around a bit too, didn’t they?”


Berg said: “Yeah, they pushed me around a little.”


Travis asked: “And what did you tell ’em?”


Berg shrugged his shoulders. He smiled almost
wearily. He said: “What the hell could I tell ’em?
There was nothing to say. I told ’em I was high and
didn’t know what I was doin’.”


Travis said: “Yeah, you couldn’t tell ’em much more
than that, could you? What did you have to get high
for? What the hell’s the matter with you, punk? I take
you over; I give you a good job, some clothes. I put you
in a hotel. I give you dough and fix you up, an’ the
first time I give you a job to do look what happens.
You haveta go about killin’ people.” He looked at Linney,
who smiled acidly.


Travis went on: “Tell me what happened, kid—as
much as you can remember.”


Berg said: “Goddam little . . . I went down to the
garage and met up with those two guys Charlie and
Lefty. They got the truck out. I thought they was
goin’ to give me a drivin’ lesson. I thought that was the
idea but they said it could wait. They said they
reckoned we could go for a ride. So we went. We
stopped one or two places and had a drink. Pretty
strong sort liquor it seemed to me, an’ I ain’t used to
drinkin’.”


Travis said: “Well, what did you want to drink for?
Didn’t you like it?”


“Yeah, I suppose so,” said Berg. “It made me feel
good. Besides, they were paying for the liquor, an’ they
sort of expected me to have a drink with them. They
were nice guys.”


Travis said: “Yeah . . . they’re all right. So what
then?”


Berg went on: “We got back into the cab after the
last drink. We were goin’ along pretty swell too; it
seemed fast to me. One of these guys—I think it was
Lefty—brings out a hip flask. He told it was something
special—the best liquor in the world. He said to have a
long swig. Well, I reckon I don’t know very much after
that. I got a sort of odd idea about hearin’ some shootin’
some place, an’ the next thing I know I was lyin’ in the
garden behind that Rose Dean place. I had a gun inside
my coat, and the cops arrived.”


“Yeah?” said Travis. “An’ where the hell did the
gun come from? Where’d you get the rod? Hey, kid?
How come you was totin’ a rod?”


Berg shrugged his shoulders. “I didn’t have no rod,”
he said. “I ain’t never fired a pistol. The only thing I
fired is a shot-gun or a rifle. I’m goddam good with ’em
too. But they found the gun on me so I musta got it
from somewhere. I reckon I don’t know.”


Travis asked. “Look, do you reckon you shot those
two mugs when you were high? You ever been cut before?
Do you get nasty when you get high?”


Berg said: “I’ve never been properly cut before,
but when I’ve had a snifter I usta get sort of nasty
sometimes. Maybe I didn’t like these guys. I wouldn’t
know.”


Travis said: “Look, maybe I can fix this for you.”


Berg said: “Yeah?” He looked hopefully from Travis
to Linney.


Travis said: “This is Mr. Linney. He’s an attorney,
see? Counsel for Mr. Scansci. Maybe you heard the
name Scansci.”


Berg said: “No, I never heard it. Maybe he’s what
they call a big shot, hey?”


Travis said: “The biggest! Well, he’s a friend of
mine, see? I been talkin’ to him about you. Maybe
there’ll be room for you in the organization some place,
but you’d have to do what you were told, you know.
If you didn’t . . . well, you never know what’s gonna
happen in this city; maybe they’d be able to rake this
charge up again. You never know.”


Berg said: “Look, Mr. Hahn, you get me out of this
an’ I’ll remember it. I’m not too keen on dyin’, you
know.”


Travis said: “No, nobody is.” He turned to Linney.
He said: “Go on, Jake . . . he’s all yours.”


Linney began to speak in his high-pitched, rather
pedantic voice: “You’ve got to understand this, Berg
. . . it seems you sort of got yourself mixed up between
two rather important liquor concerns in Chicago—one
of them Mr. Scansci’s, and the other one belonging
to a guy called Calsimo.”


Berg said: “What . . . me?” His eyes were surprised.


Linney said: “Yes, you . . . just one of those things—an
accident, but there it is. I reckon you’ve been
framed.” He smiled at Berg.


Berg scratched his head. He said: “Look, Mr. Linney,
I don’t understand. Maybe you could make this a
bit plainer. So I’ve been framed. All right . . . how?”


Linney said: “We checked up on your movements
yesterday evening, Berg. What you’ve said is perfectly
right. You went out with Charles and Lefty in the
truck. You had some drinks. Lefty gave you one out of
his hip flask, and you passed out. But the truck didn’t
go anywhere near the Rose Dean Roadhouse. Charlie,
who was driving, turned it round and came back into
the city.”


Berg said: “Wait a minute . . . they told me they
were goin’ to Rose Dean. They . . .”


Travis said quietly: “Why don’t you keep your trap
shut? We’re tellin’ you what happened. You don’t have
to tell us. You don’t know . . . you were out. You got
that?”


Berg said: “Yeah, I got it.”


Linney went on: “The truck turned and came back
into the city. When they got back to the garage you
were right out. They took you out of the cab. They
carried you around to Metzler’s Skittle Alley. They
laid you out on a seat just inside the skittle room.”


Berg said: “Hey . . . is this right?”


Linney looked at Travis and grinned. He said: “Yeah
. . . that’s how it is. There were about seventeen guys
playing skittles and drinking, and they’re all ready to
swear to it. They couldn’t make a mistake about a guy
like you. You’re a distinctive looking mug.”


Berg smiled. “Is this good?” he said. “So I never
killed nobody?”


Travis rubbed his chin. He said quietly: “Well, kid,
I wouldn’t go so far as to say that. But we’re friends
of yours, see? We like you. We’re gettin’ you out of
this. Mr. Linney’s got a first-class alibi for you, and
there’s nobody can break it down. Don’t worry. We’ll
look after it.”


Berg said: “Thanks a lot, Mr. Hahn. You been pretty
good to me.”


Travis got up. He said: “Well, I’ll be on my way. I’ll
leave Mr. Linney here with you for a bit. He wants to
talk to you, Berg. Don’t worry. We’ll have you out of
here sometime to-day or at latest to-morrow, and you
come an’ see me. I got a job for you.”


Berg said: “You bet I’ll be there, Mr. Hahn. You
been pretty good to me.”


Travis said: “Yeah . . . that’s what I thought.” He
looked at Linney. He said: “Well, so long, Jake. Just
get that story right into his head with any frills you
wanta put onto it. I’ll be seein’ you.”


He rattled on the cell door to be let out.


Outside on the steel staircase Travis lit a cigarette.
He walked slowly up the stairs thinking. He said good-night
to the desk sergeant, pushed open the doors of
the precinct building. O’Finnigan was just coming up
the outside steps. He stopped a couple of steps below
Travis.


He said: “You lousy double-crossin’ bastard . . . I
wonder how you gonna talk yourself out of this one.
What’s gotten into you, Travis? What’s the big idea?”


Travis dropped his voice. He said: “Listen, Pat . . .
keep it quiet for a minute, will you? This is serious. I
can explain this business all right. I’ll tell you something.
. . . I’m so goddam steamed up with it myself
I don’t know what to do. You don’t think I’m mug
enough to pull a fast one like this on you, do you?”


O’Finnigan looked at him. He said: “You mean
somebody else is bein’ clever?”


Travis said: “That’s what I mean. Come around the
corner an’ have a drink.” They went down the stairs
into a nearby speak-easy; over to the corner table.


When the drinks had been brought Travis said:
“Listen, Pat, I made a little arrangement with you, and
when I make an arrangement I go through with it, you
know that. O.K. Well, what happens? Scansci gets
word that these goddam Trazzi boys are bein’ knocked
off. Well, he don’t say a word to me about it. What does
he do? He sends for Linney. Linney gets crackin’, an’
they fix up this alibi for Berg.”


O’Finnigan said: “All right. But what’s the explanation
for that one? What the hell does Scansci care
about this hick Berg? You tell me that.”


Travis said: “I wouldn’t know, but I could make a
coupla guesses. Look, Scansci gets word that the Trazzi
boys have had it. They’re fogged, see? O.K. Well,
that means Calsimo’s had lesson number one. His two
smart gun-boys from New York have got it. Maybe
somebody told Scansci that Berg had pulled this job.”


O’Finnigan said: “And he didn’t. You’re tellin’ me
he didn’t do it?”


Travis said: “Be your age. This mug’s never had a
rod in his hand in his life. Somebody else did it, see?
You know that. But it’s pinned on to Berg, and we
were gonna give him to you. But Scansci thinks no. So
he fixes this with Linney and he gets Berg out. Why?”


The lieutenant of detectives said: “That’s what I
asked.”


Travis said: “It looks to me like there is only one
reason. It looks like Scansci thinks he can use this guy
Berg. You got that?”


O’Finnigan said: “I got it and I don’t like it.” He
took the cigarette that Travis offered him. He lit it. He
said: “You know, sometimes I think that Paul Scansci
is askin’ for trouble. Maybe he’ll get it one day. I reckon
this guy Calsimo is gonna be good an’ steamed up
about this business. Now we’re gonna have some gunplay.
Now we’re gonna have a lot of trouble. We’re
gonna have another killin’ with nobody pulled in for it
just because Scansci’s got some big idea.”


Travis said very quietly: “You know, Pat, maybe
this mightn’t be a bad thing in a way.”


The lieutenant of detectives asked: “In what way?
It’s goddam good for me, ain’t it? Who’s it gonna be
good for?”


Travis said: “These two guys who got bumped
weren’t local boys. They were New York fellas, see?
An’ I reckon if somebody could talk turkey to Calsimo
and tell him to lay off an’ not start anything we might
be able to fix something about this.”


O’Finnigan looked at him for a long time. He said:
“What have you got in the back of your head, Travis?”


Travis said: “Well, I sort of agreed with you that
Scansci’s slippin’. I reckon this guy Calsimo’s got
brains. Maybe he’s a bigger shot than Scansci. Maybe—”


O’Finnigan whistled. “I got it,” he said. “So that’s it.
You think somebody’s gonna sell Scansci out?”


Travis said: “No, I don’t think anything like that right
now, but I think there’s been a lot of talk lately about
him; talk about him slippin’ and all that sort of stuff.
You’ve heard it yourself.”


O’Finnigan grinned. He said: “Yeah, I heard it. . . .
Maybe you wouldn’t know who started it.” His grin
became broader. He got up. He said: “Well, I’m on my
way, Travis. I reckon you’ve tried to play ball over this.
You’d be a mug if you didn’t. But I think Scansci’s
nuts; right now he can’t afford to get in bad with anybody”—he
smiled sarcastically, “not even with the cops
around here. I’ll be seein’ you. I suppose we shall have
to spring Berg to-morrow.”


Travis said: “It looks like it. Linney’s got a swell case
and there’s no evidence against Berg except he got that
gun on him.”


O’Finnigan said: “Yeah . . . but that’s evidence all
right, you know. A gun’s a gun, and it was that gun
killed those two Trazzi mugs.”


Travis said: “Yeah.” Then he played his trump card.
“You know what the thing is that knocks me about this,
and I didn’t know it till this afternoon when Linney told
me? You know who that gun belongs to? It belongs to
one of Calsimo’s mob. Not so good that, hey?”


O’Finnigan said: “Jeez . . . so somebody pinched
the gun from one of Calsimo’s boys and used it on the
Trazzis. For cryin’ out loud! Maybe Scansci or somebody
else has got more brains than I thought.”


Travis said: “Yeah . . . it’s a hard world. Well, so
long, Pat. You’ll hear from me in the morning.”


O’Finnigan said: “I better had. I gotta get something
out of this. So long.” He went away.


Travis finished his drink. He walked slowly up the
stairs, meandering two blocks toward the centre of the
city. He went into a call-box, called a number.


He said: “Hey, is that you, Mrs. Scansci? . . .
Yeah, I’d like to call you Clovis . . . It’s a lovely
name. . . . Is Paul there? No? Give him a message
from me, will you? Tell him it’s O.K. about the guy I
was talkin’ to him about. He’ll be sprung. You got
that?”


She said: “Yes, I’ve got it, Travis. It that all?” Her
voice was very soft and caressing.


Travis said: “Yeah, Clovis . . . that’s all . . . for
the moment.”


He hung up; went out of the call-box.


IV


It was raining. Berg turned quickly into the entrance
to Carlazzi’s, threw one of his slow smiles at the girl in
the hat-check room, took off his heavy overcoat, silk
scarf and black fedora, laid them on the counter.


The girl, a pert, pretty thing, wearing the exaggerated
uniform fashionable in those days, said: “Good evening,
Mr. Berg. It’s nice to see you again.”


Berg said: “Yeah . . . me too.”


He stood in the centre of the vestibule, looking about
him. Now to enter Carlazzi’s was no longer an experience.
Now he was Rene Berg—a big shot in the Scansci
organization. He was nearly twenty-three years of age.
His body, spare, slim-hipped, well-proportioned, made
a good peg for the fine clothes that he wore. His double-breasted
suit of English cloth was from the best tailor
in Chicago. His shirt and collar were silk; his tie had
cost five dollars.


He walked through the foyer, through the doors at
the end, stood at the back of the restaurant tables,
looking at the turn on the dance floor. When the torch
singer had finished her number the lights went up.
People looked about them. Many turned their heads,
saw Berg, whispered to each other. He knew what they
were saying. This was Berg—Scansci’s ace gunman—the
man who had knocked off ten of the Calsimo boys
during the last year—a neat quick worker who never
put the wrong foot forward and who, since his first unlucky
slip-up, had never even been taken in on suspicion.
Many of the women took a second look in his
direction.


His face was long, oval-shaped, the jaw hard. His
thick black well-kept hair flowed back from a forehead
that was almost clever. In spite of everything, his eyes
still laughed occasionally, and there were humorous
lines about them. A good-looking man, Berg.


He sat down at a table. Carlazzi hurried over.


He said: “Good evening, Meester Berg. It’s good to
see you. How’s every leetle thing with you?”


“Not too bad, Carlazzi,” said Berg. He spoke softly
and his voice had a good timbre.


Carlazzi, looking down at him, thought how odd it
was that a man so good-looking, so young, should be a
gunman.


Berg ordered his meal. When it was brought he sat
eating it slowly, thinking—thinking about all sorts of
things. He sat a little sideways so that he could keep one
eye on the door. He had learned that was a good thing
to do. Also, sitting that way made the drag of the heavy
gun under his left armpit easier.


The floor show started for the second time, but in
the darkness that surrounded the tables, Berg’s eyes
still watched the heavy velvet portières intently. One
of these days, he thought, one of the Calsimo mob were
going to have a go for him—one of these days. Sooner
or later it must happen. And then . . . ? In the darkness
he half shrugged his shoulders. When it happened
it would happen. It would be the other mug or himself;
you just didn’t know. Life was like that . . . one of
those things!


Berg had learned plenty about life during the past
eighteen months. He had also learned quite a little
about death. A natural shot, a quick easy mover, a man
with the intelligence and intuition of the born hunter,
his apprenticeship of four months under Bugsy Trellin—Scansci’s
ace gorilla—had turned him into the finished
product. Even Travis Hahn had been surprised—Travis,
who in these days boasted that Berg could
snap into action, get on his feet, draw his rod, and get
the other guy, while the other mug was thinking about
it. Berg was a natural. So Travis said. And Travis was
usually right.


Berg ate his meal slowly. He was thinking about
Travis.





Lauren was leaning up against the mantelpiece; a
cigarette hung from one corner of her red mouth. She
was watching Travis.


Travis walked up and down the big apartment. His
hands were clasped behind his back. He was thinking.


Lauren thought: I know what’s on your mind, big
boy. You’ll get around to it in a minute, I know.


At the far end of the room Travis stopped pacing.
He stopped at the sideboard, mixed himself a large
whisky and soda—his fourth.


She said easily: “You know, honey, you’re drinking
an awful lot of hooch these days. What’s the matter?
It can’t be so good for you to drink all that whisky even
if it is good stuff.”


Travis put down the glass. He said: “Yeah . . . I
know. You’re too right. You always are. But what the
hell’s a guy to do? I’m worried.”


She yawned deliberately. She said: “Yeah? So you’re
worried, Travis, hey? You’re worried all the time.
You’re like a guy with a dog on his shoulder—a big
black dog. What’s eatin’ you—or maybe I could guess.”
She yawned again, theatrically delicate in the process.
She smiled at him. “Maybe you’re worryin’ about me,
honey.” Her smile grew sarcastic. “Maybe you think
I’m two-timin’ you with some guy—that or somethin’
else. I reckon I could make three guesses.”


Travis picked up the glass. He drank the remainder
of the whisky slowly. He was looking at her.


He said: “What the hell does that mean? Are you
tryin’ to be smart or something?”


Lauren moved. She stretched luxuriously. She said:
“What the hell! I don’t haveta be smart. You’re the
smart guy, ain’t you?”


Travis said: “I wonder. But you tell me something.
What are those three guesses of yours? I’d like to know
what the three things are that are worryin’ me.”


She said coolly: “I reckon first of all you’re worried
about Calsimo. That boy’s gettin’ in your hair, ain’t
he? He’s doing pretty good. The second thing is maybe
you’re worried a little bit about Scansci.”


Travis said: “For Crissake . . . what the hell do I
haveta worry about Scansci for?”


She said: “Nothing very much except that he thinks
that Clovis is still stuck on him.”


Travis said darkly: “What the hell has Clovis gotta
do with me?”


Lauren yawned again. She said: “I wouldn’t know,
but if you’re gonna try and make that baby, you be
careful.”


He said acidly: “You must be nuts. What the hell!”


She interrupted: “Don’t give me that, big boy. You
couldn’t keep your fingers off any pretty woman, and I
reckon Clovis is right up your street. That schoolgirl
stuff—those big blue eyes. I gotta hand it to her. She’s
got a cute line. She’s got a cute line all right—the little
hoodlum. Every time a guy looks at her an’ she looks
back with those blue orbs the mug wonders whether it
ain’t time for him to get around and tell her some of the
facts of life. He thinks she wouldn’t know. She’s that
sorta jane.”


She took a cigarette from the box on the mantelpiece,
lit it with a silver lighter. She went on: “Me—I like her.
I think she’s got something. She’s a friend of mine.
Yeah . . . we’re buddies. Or are we? But you take a
tip from me, Travis, you lay offa her. If you try to lay
that baby you’re gonna start something you won’t finish.”


Travis said: “Aw . . . nuts. . . .” He resumed his
pacing up and down the room.


Lauren said: “Look, fella, why don’t you get it off
your chest. You’re going to eventually. I know you. You
know, a woman doesn’t live with a guy for five years
without learnin’ something about him.”


He said: “Well, what the hell’s been the matter with
the five years? You’ve had a good time, hey? You got
plenty of jack stowed away somewhere an’ you got
some sweet ice. A lot of dames would like to be you.”


She said: “Yeah . . . a lot of dames would like to be
me, and a lot of dames would like to look like I do. But
I’m like an old book, hey, Travis? You’ve read me once,
you wanta get something new out of the library. Only
I wouldn’t if I was you.”


He said over his shoulder: “No, why not? What
would you do about it?”


Lauren smiled at him—a slow ominous smile. She
said: “What do you think, cutie? You do anything
that’s sort of public, anything that let’s anybody cock
an eyebrow at me, and I’ll fill your belly so full of lead
slugs you’ll feel like a buckshot factory, even if I get
the hot squat for it. I’d laugh while they was fryin’
me.”


Travis moved his shoulders uneasily. He said: “Aw.
. . . what the hell! I believe you would too.”


She said: “I would an’ I’d like it.”


When he came abreast of her he stopped, stood looking
at her. He said: “You’re a swell piece, Lauren, except
you got a funny sort of mind. You’re suspicious.
You think all sorts of things that ain’t happenin’.”


She said: “Nuts! I know men and I know you. Well,
what about changin’ the subject, sweetie? What’s the
trouble?”


He said: “What do you think? Calsimo’s the trouble.
Calsimo’s gettin’ too big. He’s gettin’ too big for himself
and for us.”


Lauren said: “The same old story. But why worry?
Chicago’s a big place. Calsimo’s sittin’ pretty an’
Scansci’s sittin’ prettier. Scansci’s the big shot around
here, especially since you had your little boy friend
Rene working for you. That guy’s been worth a million
dollars to you an’ Scansci.”


Travis said: “Yeah . . . I know. He’s good. But
that don’t help things. There’s gonna be trouble.”


She said: “Yeah? Why? I thought everybody was
behavin’ himself. I thought Calsimo was stickin’ around
on his own territory an’ not musclin’ in on our take. I
thought everything was jake. What’s wrong now?”


He said: “I reckon the Feds are gettin’ busy around
here. They’ve started passing those goddam new Federal
Acts. I don’t like it. Nobody likes it. And the cops
don’t like it. I was talkin’ to some goddam copper two
days ago. D’you know what he said to me?”


She said: “No, you tell me. Was it good?”


“Was it!” said Travis. “He said they were sick of
gettin’ cops bumped off in the line of duty. He said they
got another big idea. He said that they reckoned if
they gave Scansci and Calsimo long enough they’d
knock each other’s mobs off. The cops could just stick
around an’ watch it happenin’. And, by God, he’s right.
That’s what’s happenin’ now.”


Lauren thought for a minute. She said: “Maybe you
got something there. What are the figures?”


Travis said: “Well, we started . . . you remember
. . . we sort of started this when we bumped those
Trazzi boys out at Rose Dean. That was nineteen
months ago. O.K. Since then they’ve had about twenty-three
twenty-four of our boys.”


She said: “Well, I reckon we’ve had more of them
than that. Why, Rene must have taken about sixteen of
that mob himself.”


A sarcastic smile spread over Travis’s face. He said:
“Oh, yeah . . . you been keepin’ a score sheet for him,
hey? You like that guy, don’t you?”


She said: “You tell me any dame who gets around
with our mob who don’t.”


He said: “So it’s like that. The guy’s lucky!”


She moved to the sideboard languorously. She poured
out a long drink, carried it back to the fireplace. “As
if you didn’t know,” she said. “That kid’s got something.
He’s young; he’s tough; he don’t drink very
much. An’ he’s brave. I’m tellin’ you . . . he’s got all
the guts in the world.”


Travis said: “Yeah . . . he does what he’s told.”


Lauren said: “You bet he does. He does what he’s
told and what he’s told is nobody’s business. Every
lousy job that everybody else is scared of doin’ he gets,
but he does it—a great guy!” She took a sip of the
whisky. “That guy mighta been something. He mighta
been something really big if you hadn’t framed him into
this goddam racket.”


Travis said: “Aw . . . hell! Nobody had to do anything
they didn’t wanta do.”


“Maybe you’re right,” said Lauren. “But he hadn’t
got much of a chance, had he? It was do what he was
told or the hot squat. He’s a good guy. I like him.”


Travis said: “All right. So Rene’s a good guy an’ you
like him and all the other broads like him. Fine! An’
where does that get me?”


She said insolently: “Listen, mug. I could tell you
where it would get you if you’d got any brains.”


She moved, and Travis noticed under the frills at her
bosom a new diamond brooch. He said: “Hey . . . hey
. . . some rock! Where did you knock that one off?
Maybe you got another boy friend?”


Lauren said: “Nope . . . no soap. I got it from a
dame—Clovis gave it to me.”


Travis said: “What the hell! She gave you that
brooch? It must be worth ten fifteen grand.”


“I know,” said Lauren. “She and I are sort of friendly.
So she’s worried too.”


Travis stopped again by the sideboard. He turned,
leaned against it. He said: “Look, what’s goin’ on
around here? What have you two dames been up to?
What’s the big idea?”


Lauren said: “Maybe we do a little thinking sometimes,
Travis. Maybe we been thinkin’ about this Calsimo
thing too, and we’re sort of interested, see? We
don’t want the mob to fold up, because if Scansci folds
up we fold up with him, hey? So we’re two nice little
girls standin’ four-square behind our men.” She blew
a polite raspberry.


Travis said: “So what?”


Lauren said: “Listen . . .” Her tone was serious. “I
reckon what you been sayin’ about the mobs is right.
Scansci’s got too big. So’s Calsimo. The cops reckon
that all they gotta do is to stand on one side an’ watch
the boys iron each other out. So something really serious
oughta be done.”


Travis said: “Yeah . . . such as?”


Lauren said: “Such as somebody big oughta get
fogged. It don’t matter who it is—whether it’s Calsimo
or it’s Scansci. If one of the king pins gets fogged
the mob folds up and the other guy goes on. Everything
would be jake.”


Travis said: “Yeah . . . an’ how the hell are you goin’
to get at Calsimo? How do you do it? That guy’s got a
bodyguard of three or four boys always sittin’ around
his front door. It ain’t possible. An’ what happens to the
guy who pulls that one? Supposin’ you got somebody
to iron out Calsimo. How long would he have to live?
They’d have him within twenty-four hours.”


Lauren said: “That depends on the guy.”


Travis asked: “What are you thinkin’ of? What have
you got in the back of your head?”


She said: “I got Rene Berg in the back of my head.”


Travis said shortly: “Be your age. D’you think he’s
gonna take a chance on that one? Rene’s got guts, but
that’s big-time stuff.”


She said: “He’d do it all right if he felt he ought to.”


“What the hell do you mean . . . felt he ought to?”
asked Travis.


She said: “Look, sweetheart, that guy is only twenty-two
twenty-three years of age, hey? Have you ever
known anybody who didn’t fall for Clovis? Have you
ever known anybody who didn’t go weak at the knees
when she looks at them with those big blue eyes of
hers? Another thing, everybody don’t haveta know that
she’s just a moll like the rest of us feathering her own
nest. She’s young an’ sweet looking. She looks like
dairy-milk. Well?”


Travis said: “I got it . . . I got it. . . .” He asked
suddenly: “Have you two been talkin’ about this?”


Lauren said: “Why not? Somebody’s got to do some
thinkin’ around here. Somebody’s got to get some action;
otherwise we’re all goin’ to get the bum’s rush.
What you’ve said is right. It’s Scansci or Calsimo. All
right. You got to get movin’.”


He said: “Well, what’s the big idea?”


She said: “I’ll tell you what the big idea is. You send
Rene up to see me sometime. Maybe he might fall into
Clovis accidentally or somehow else. Maybe she’ll have
a little story for him. You know, way back in that mug’s
brain is a rather nice thing. Because he thought he was
grateful to you at the beginning he’s done all your dirty
work. I reckon if he thought he was grateful to Clovis
he’d even take Calsimo.”


Travis said: “Jeez . . . you got it. . . . I believe
you’re right.”


She said: “You’re tellin’ me!”


He asked suddenly: “But what about Scansci? What
the hell?”


She said: “Look, Scansci is all washed up. He’s fat
and full of liquor these days. He don’t even know he’s
alive. He sits around an’ takes the big dough and you
guys keep him where he is. Well, if Calsimo was out of
the way, you never know, there might be an accident
sometime and if you knew how to play it you’d be sittin’
on top of the heap.”


Travis moved towards the whisky decanter. He said:
“By God, Lauren, you’ve got something. But it’s big.
If it went wrong it’d be poison.”


She said: “If you don’t do something it’s gonna be
poison anyway.”


Travis made up his mind suddenly. He said: “O.K.
We might try the first thing. What d’you want me to
do?”


She said: “I’ll tell you. You tell Rene to ring you up
at the apartment here to-morrow night around nine,
see? Well, you won’t be here, but I’ll talk to him. Maybe
I’ll get him round here. Maybe I’ll hand him a nice
little spiel. You leave it to me.”


Travis said: “O.K. . . . O.K. . . . I’ll do that
thing.” He shot her a glance of ill-concealed admiration.
He thought: You’ve got something, you so-an’-so. If I
didn’t know you were two-timin’ me I could go for you
in a big way. If I didn’t get so goddamned steamed up
about you sometimes I’d hate your guts.


She smiled at him. She said: “What you thinkin’,
honey?”


“I wasn’t thinkin’ a thing,” said Travis.


“No?” said Lauren. “Like hell you wasn’t. I know
what you were thinkin’, honey. Have another drink.
You’ll feel better about it.”


V


Berg came out of Carlazzi’s, stood on the edge of the
pavement underneath the awning, his hands deep in his
overcoat pockets, his chin sunk into the folds of the
silk muffler round his throat, his black fedora pulled
down over one eye. He presented a dark romantic figure
against the whiteness of the snow.


Across on the other side of the street a figure moved
in a doorway. Berg grinned. He know who the figure
was. It was Jimmie Rizzi—a small-time wop gunman
employed by the Calsimo organization—a young man
of twenty-seven whose brain and nerves had been fuddled
with liquor and drugs. These days he was used as
a “tail.”


Berg walked slowly across the street. He said:
“Hallo, Jimmie. Can’t they find you a better job than
proppin’ up doorways this weather—or maybe you like
it?”


Rizzi said: “Aw . . . what the hell! Me—I’m waiting
for a dame. I always stick around disa doorway
waiting for disa dame.”


Berg said: “Yeah . . . so’s your old man! You been
on my tail since about seven o’clock this evening. You
don’t want me to smack you down, do you?”


Rizzi’s eyes narrowed. He said viciously: “Don’t you
talk to me like this . . . don’ you do it. You know, I’m
goddam dangerous.”


Berg said: “Yeah!” He began to laugh. “Maybe you
usta be one time, Jimmie,” he said. “When I first blew
into Chi a coupla years ago they told me you was a big
shot—a killer. Now you look to me like an exploded air
balloon.”


Rizzi said: “Looka, Berg . . . you be careful . . .”


Berg said, not unkindly: “Scram, Rizzi, and don’t
follow me around. If you do I might get sore, and you
know what I’d do to you if I got sore, don’t you?”


Rizzi looked scared. The belligerent expression
passed from his face to be succeeded by a smile. He
said: “Aw . . . looka. . . . I was only kidding, see?
But it ees the trut’. . . . I am sticking around here
waiting for disa dame. I am nota tailing anybody. . . .”


Berg said: “I’m glad to hear it. Good-night, punk.”


He walked away. As his back disappeared down the
white street Rizzi peered round his doorway—for his
lungs were not too good and the wind was very cold—thought
how much he would like to put a bullet between
the shoulder-blades. He thought bitterly that two three
years ago he would have done that thing. Maybe Berg
was right. Maybe he was all washed up. He turned up
his coat collar, moved out of the doorway, disappeared
into the shadows.





Berg went into the telephone pay-box two blocks past
Mulbery at Barrell Street. He rang Travis’s number.
While he waited he fished a cigarette from his pocket,
lit it with his new gold and platinum striped lighter.
He drew the smoke into his lungs.


Lauren’s voice came on the telephone.


Berg said: “Hallo, Mrs. Hahn. This is Rene Berg.
Travis asked me to call him.”


She said: “Yeah . . . he told me . . . but he’s not
here, Rene. He’s had to go out. Say, look . . . what
are you doin’ to-night?”


Berg said: “I’m not doin’ anything much. I stuck
around. I thought maybe Travis wanted something.”


She said: “Well, listen . . . you come over here, kid.
I wanta talk to you. Get yourself a cab and come right
over.”


Berg said: “Yeah? Maybe you got some sort of
message for me from Travis?” Always in his heart he
had been a little afraid of Lauren. Berg, who could be
so ruthless, so merciless, with men, had a peculiar diffidence
where women were concerned.


She laughed. When he heard the rich soft notes of her
laughter he liked the sound.


She said: “Look, you wouldn’t think I was gonna eat
you or something, would you? Maybe I have got a
message from Travis—something I can’t shout about on
the telephone.”


He said: “O.K. I’ll come over. I’ll come over right
away.” He hung up the receiver.


Sitting in the corner of the cab, drawing the cigarette
smoke down into his lungs, Berg thought about Lauren
Hahn and women in general. During his period of
apprenticeship as a gunman seventeen eighteen months
ago, when he had walked around Chicago carrying
Charlie and Harry Wells’s guns for them in a violin
case, he had noticed that every big-time gangster had
what seemed an attractive and beautiful woman—one
at least. It seemed to Berg a part of the advantages of
working in an organization like Scansci’s that beautiful
women were available, but somehow he had never got
around to them. Time and time again one of the other
boys’ dames had slung a hot look in his direction, but
he had never done anything about it. It seemed to him
that women were a lot of trouble. That’s how they
seemed sometimes. Other times they seemed very necessary;
very desirable.


He began to think about Clovis Scansci. There was a
hell of a set-up, thought Berg. There was a thing. How
the hell does a guy like Scansci—now fifty—get himself
a kid like Clovis. Berg thought she must be twenty-two
or twenty-three—somewhere about his age. How
the hell did Scansci do a thing like that? But you never
knew with women. Maybe she went for him. Maybe
Scansci had some decent part in his odd nature. Berg’s
lips twisted into a wry smile at the thought.


But Clovis was no gangster’s moll. She had got something.
She had style, freshness, and something which
none of the other women had. She seemed vaguely unattainable.
Berg had only met her twice. But on each
occasion he had sensed a peculiar pleasure at being in
her company—at being able to look at her. On the second
occasion she had looked at him for a long time with
her big blue eyes. Just for a moment the idea had
occurred to Berg that there was something almost
pleading in them.


He knew that idea was ridiculous. Clovis Scansci had
everything she wanted. She was sitting right on top of
the heap. She had two automobiles, jewels, everything
. . . everything that ought to make a woman happy.
But still, thought Berg, it was goddam funny how a fat
guy like Scansci should make a dame like Clovis.


Berg began to wonder about Scansci. He didn’t know
him very well, but what he did know he disliked. Most
of Berg’s instructions came from Travis. He had had
little opportunity of studying or analyzing Scansci, but
there was something repellent in the man—something
vague and indefinable which Berg did not like. He
threw the cigarette butt out of the window. He dismissed
them all from his mind. He leaned back, felt the
weight of the automatic under his left arm pressing
against him.


He thought that was the thing! If you had a gun and
knew how to use it; if you had the right set-up behind
you—a mob like the Scansci organization with attorneys
and mouthpieces and crooked lawyers covering up
for you, fixing alibis for you, you were a big guy. You
could do what you liked. You had powers of life and
death. Berg thought that maybe even if the Chicago
adventure had not turned out exactly in the way he had
planned it when he hitch-hiked down from the Ozarks
it had still been exciting anyway. Even if the job was
not one which he would have selected it was a big job,
he hoped. Still, somewhere in the back of his mind,
were those vague ideas which had germinated in the
old days, in the hot summers—the ideas of being somebody
or something really big. The old heroic figures
still passed through his mind and even if there were
times when he doubted whether his peculiar profession
was particularly heroic, there was always somebody to
tell him when the nasty job of the moment was done
that he was a big guy.


When he went into the apartment, Lauren, dressed
in a blue velvet housecoat, was leaning against the
mantelpiece smoking a cigarette. Berg came into the
room, stood in the centre of it, his long arms hanging
down by his sides.


He said: “Good evening, Mrs. Hahn. What’s new?”


She went over to the sideboard. She poured out two
drinks. When she put the ice in, he noticed the whiteness
of her fingers, the glitter of the rings on them.


She said: “The first thing is, Berg, we have a drink.
And why do you have to call me Mrs. Hahn? My
name’s Lauren. Lots of people think that’s a pretty
name.”


Berg said: “Yeah . . . I reckon it is.” He took the
glass from her. “Well, here’s to you, Lauren.” He drank
the drink. He swallowed the liquor in the same prompt
and decided way in which he did anything. He walked
to the sideboard and put the glass down. He said:
“What was the message that Travis left for me?”


Lauren was back at the fireplace. She looked at him
over her shoulder. She said: “Look, Rene, I don’t know
you very well, but I trust you. Travis didn’t leave any
message for you. I wanted to talk to you. I’m scared.”


Berg raised one eyebrow. He said: “Yeah? Scared
. . . what is there to be scared about?”


She said: “I know Travis is worried. He’s worried
about the mob. Calsimo’s gettin’ pretty big, you know—too
big for his boots.”


Berg said casually: “What can he do? We’re the
only organization in this city that matters. We pay off
plenty. We got everybody in our pockets. If they can’t
be bought, they can be frightened. What is there to be
scared about?”


She shrugged her shoulders. She said: “Look, Rene,
maybe I’m talking out of turn. Maybe I ought not to
be talking to you like this at all, but I gotta talk to
somebody.” Lauren, who was a good actress, put on a
look of gravest concern. She went on: “Calsimo oughta
have been fixed a long time ago; even Travis knows
that now. In the old days—a coupla years ago—it
would have been easy. Now look at the situation. We’re
big an’ he’s big. We’re supposed to have our own territories
and keep to them, but you know things like that
just don’t happen. You know that, Rene.”


He said: “You’re not telling me that Scansci’s scared
of Calsimo? Is that it?”


She shrugged her shoulders in a little hopeless gesture.
She said softly: “Scansci . . . what’s happening
to him, Rene? Of course you wouldn’t know. You don’t
see much of him. There’s something wrong with that
guy. He’s not worrying about anything any more. He
leaves everything to Travis, and Travis has got plenty
to take care of. Now the cops have got wise.”


Berg raised his eyebrows again. He said: “The cops
wise . . . to what? What are they tryin’ to do—put
the ante up again?”


She said: “It’s not graft. The Federal Government’s
taking an interest in the mobs now. They’re passing all
sorts of new acts. That’s not very good. They get
around, these guys, you know—these ‘G’ men. You
can’t buy ’em and they’re tough. Besides, the cops have
got a big idea. They reckon Scansci and Calsimo had
got such big organizations around here that somebody
is gonna blow something in a minute. They think they’ll
sort of cancel each other out, see? And they can stick
around with their hands in their pockets smoking cigarettes
and watching it. Maybe they like it that way.”


Berg said: “Yeah . . . maybe they do . . . and
maybe they’re right.” He went on: “You know, Lauren,
there’s been a lot of killing around here the last year or
so.”


She said softly: “Yeah . . . there has been. You
oughta know.”


He smiled. He said: “You bet I know. I’ve done most
of it, haven’t I? Maybe these cops have got something;
maybe there’s gonna be a big war in a minute. I heard
the other day that Calsimo was gettin’ some machine-guns
into town.” His eyes brightened a little. “Maybe
we’re gonna have a pitched battle some day.”


Lauren said: “Maybe.” She went to the sideboard,
refilled the glasses. She brought his drink to him. Under
the frills at her throat he could see the plump whiteness
of her skin. She went back to the fireplace. Berg still
stood in his original position in the centre of the room.
Looking at him, she thought he had a peculiar restfulness,
a quietness, a relaxation which was uncommon in
any of the men who worked for the mobs. She thought
he might have been in any other profession—any decent
profession. She thought he was a strange man, but
rather nice. Lauren thought Berg was a good guy. She
thought too he might be very interesting to sleep with.


He drank some of the whisky. He said: “Maybe all
this is true, but you never asked me to come here to
hear that, did you?”


She said: “No. It’s something else.”


Berg said: “Yeah? What is it?”


She said: “Look, Rene . . . Clovis Scansci and I are
good buddies. She’s my pal, see? We women haveta
stick together, you know. Well, something’s gotten into
her; I don’t know what it is but she’s scared stiff. It’s
something to do with Scansci or Calsimo, or something.
I tried to get it out of her, but she wouldn’t tell me.
Just before you called through this evening she came
around here. She didn’t look good to me. I never seen
a girl so scared in my life; and, you know, she’s nice—Clovis.
She ought not to be in this racket. She’s a goddam
sight too good for it. I’m older than she is and it
sort of gets me, see? Another thing, it’s a damned shame
her being hitched up to that guy Scansci. Oh, I know
he’s the head of the mob—he’s the big shot—but I
reckon it’s a shame she couldn’t have found somebody
better than that.”


Berg said: “Why did she marry Scansci?”


Lauren shrugged her shoulders. “I wouldn’t know,”
she said. “But Scansci usta have a way of getting what
he wanted. If he didn’t get it one way he got it another.
He can be tough over things that matter.”


Berg said: “You mean . . . ?”


She said: “I told you I didn’t know, but what does
that matter? The thing is, the kid’s scared stiff. When
she came around here to-night I tried to get it out of
her, but she wouldn’t squeal. Then just as she was
goin’—she was over there by the door—she turned
round and she said something very funny. She said: ‘I
met that guy Rene Berg twice. He looks to me like a
good guy. Do you think he’s the sort to give a girl a
hand if she was in a spot?’ I asked her what she meant
again but she wouldn’t let on. I told her I reckoned you
were a pretty good proposition.”


Lauren moved away from the fireplace. She came
close to him. She put her hand on his arm. She said:
“Look, Rene, I want you to do something for me, see?
I want you to do me a favour. See if you can find out
what the hell’s going on. Go and see Clovis. I got the
idea in my head that this thing she’s scared of is something
that concerns the lot of us. It’s something so big
she’s afraid to talk about it, but I reckon she’s gonna
talk to you about it.”


Berg said: “Why should she wanta talk to me?”


Lauren said: “That’s easy. Look, you been with us
a coupla years. You were a kid when you came down
here. You’ve done more in two years than anybody.
You’re as tough as hell, but you’re a nice guy. You’re
a killer all right, but you got nice eyes. Another thing,”
said Lauren, dropping her voice almost to a whisper,
“you always been goddam nice to the women—sorta
polite. I reckon Clovis has heard about you. I reckon
she thinks you are the sorta guy could give her a hand.”
She smiled. “Maybe,” she went on, “she’s making a
little bit of a hero out of you. Well, why shouldn’t she?
Look, Rene, go and see Clovis. Find out what it is.”


Berg said: “I might at that, but if it’s me she wants
to see I reckon it’s got something to do with Calsimo.
What else would she want to see me about?”


Lauren shrugged her shoulders. “I wouldn’t know,”
she said. “But why should she wanta see you about
Calsimo? What’s he gotta do with her? He’s just a
name to her.”


Berg said: “Yeah . . . that’s right.”


She said: “Look . . . go and see her. Scansci’s going
out of town to-morrow. He’ll be away for two three
days. Go round and have a drink with her to-morrow
evening. I’ll call her on the telephone and tell her you’re
going there about eight o’clock. Will you do that, Rene?
Will you do it for me?”


Now she was close to him again. She was looking at
him. He could smell the perfume she was wearing. He
smiled at her. He said: “Why not? I’ll try anything
once! And if I can be of any use, O.K. Tell her I’ll go
around there. I’ll go round to-morrow night, at eight.”


She said: “You’re a good kid . . . you’re a good kid,
Rene.” She put up her hands and took his face between
them. She kissed him on the mouth. She said: “I’ve always
wanted to do that, kid. I think you’re terrific.”


Berg said: “Yeah . . . why?”


She laughed. She said: “That’s the joke. I don’t know
why. I reckon a woman never does when she falls for
a guy.”


Berg said: “So it’s like that? What about Travis?”


She laughed. She said: “On your way, Rene. One of
these evenings when you’re not doing anything call
through. Come round and have a drink. I’d like to talk
to you about my own troubles. But right now you gotta
think about this Clovis thing. Another thing,” she said,
“I don’t want Travis to know about this. I don’t want
him to know about it because she didn’t want him to
know. She didn’t want anybody to know, see? So you’d
better scram. Maybe if you like to talk to me about it
when you’ve seen her . . . all right.”


Berg finished his drink. He gave her the glass. He
said: “O.K., Lauren, I’ll be seeing you.”


He went out of the apartment. After a minute she
heard the front door close. She went out into the hallway;
waited till she heard the elevator descend. She
went back into the sitting-room; moved quickly to the
telephone. She called a number.


She said: “Hey, Clovis . . . is that you? Honey, it’s
all right. The sucker’s hooked. Now do your stuff,
sweetie.”


VI


Berg looked at himself in the mirror in the bedroom
of his hotel apartment. He was thinking in terms of
romance—or as near as his peculiar type of mind could
get to that commodity. He thought that perhaps life
was throwing something of romance in his way.


At the back of his mind was Clovis. Clovis, who was
so beautiful, so wonderful, who had everything, whom
he had regarded as being a person set apart from the
rest of the world—a person who, in spite of her connection
with Scansci, which he imagined was the result of
circumstances, possessed every attribute which was
good.


Now he was definitely heroic. Clovis was relying on
him. She was in some sort of trouble. She needed somebody
to help her. Surrounded on all sides by big men
like Scansci, Travis and the rest of them, it was on
Berg she relied—on him.


Berg thought that he was not flattering himself. He
had no delusion about his position in the Scansci organization.
He was a killer. Just that. But, because he had
known no other business in his mature life, he was inclined
to take his profession for granted. To him killing
was just one of those things.


Had he thought for a moment he would have realized
that the only thing that Clovis would want of him
was death for somebody. But because Berg was like
most other men, he liked, if possible, to glorify himself,
preferred to think that it was not the attribute of
being able to deal out death quickly, skilfully, easily,
which made him of value to Clovis. He preferred to
think it was other things, although had he asked himself
the question, what were those other things?


He saw in the glass a fairly tall, slim, well-built young
man with a face that was still clean-cut and attractive,
a black fedora over one eye, with humorous lines about
the eyes and a mobile, attractive, even just, mouth.


He lit a cigarette, went out of the hotel. He decided
not to take a cab, but to walk. He wanted to think. It
was cold outside—a cold clear night with a little wind.
He liked the feel of the wind on his face.


He began to think about himself being heroic. He remembered
what Lauren had said. Berg thought it was
fairly easy in Chicago to be a hero. All you had to do
was to do what he did. You killed people. You went out—in
the old days—in a truck with a sawed-off shot-gun
and when it was dark enough and the neighbourhood
was lonely enough you waited for the opposition trucks
to come along; then you blasted them. Or perhaps the
technique was different. Maybe you used a pineapple—a
pineapple with a long fuse—and left it in a truck. You
waited till the truck got well down the road, and then
you heard the explosion. Still later, when you were
graduated from the amateur class, you had a car to
yourself. You called on people. You saw them in their
apartments. You gave it to them there. Then, when you
were an expert, as he was now, you made your own
plans, your own set-ups. You were told who it was was
to “have it”; you saw that they “got it.” You used different
techniques; thought out different schemes; but
the end was always the same—you killed somebody.


And, thought Berg, Lauren had suggested there was
something heroic—something romantic—about it, and
she was not alone in the thought. All the women—not
only the gangsters’ women, but some of the nice respectable
citizenesses of Chicago—thought that the
gunmen were heroic figures. Berg had even heard that
that was one of the things that was annoying J. Edgar
Hoover—the head of the “G” men. Hoover, Berg had
heard, was annoyed because ordinary, respectable, people
thought the gangsters were romantic, heroic figures.


He shrugged his shoulders in the darkness. Well, it
wasn’t hard to be romantic. It wasn’t hard to be a hero,
especially when you knew you were going to get away
with it, especially when you knew that the alibi was laid
on; that Scansci’s mouthpiece Linney would look after
you; that if you shot and killed a man in one part of
the town and the cops got on to it—because even the
cops had to pull somebody in sometimes—Linney would
have five, ten, twenty people quite prepared to go into
the box, take the oath, and swear that you were somewhere
else at the time. Berg grinned. He thought that
people like Linney made life very hard for policemen.
The cream of the jest was that the majority of the witnesses
that Linney produced on such occasions were
good ordinary respectable citizens. Berg wondered how
he got them. For a moment he sensed vaguely the tortuous
network that Linney must control; had for just
a second a glimpse of the terrific organization for blackmail,
bribery and corruption, which must exist in the
office of Scansci’s attorney.


But on these terms it was easy to be a hero and if it
was his fate; if it was ordained that he should be a
gangster—a killer; that he should be a hero, a romantic
figure, to the women who crossed his path, who was he
to quarrel with that decision?


He began to think about Clovis. Thinking about her,
his attitude of mind altered. Here was a woman! Something
in Berg reached out towards Clovis—something
that was possibly decent in him thought that with such
a woman he might have made good in some business
where life was a little more difficult, where the ordinary
everyday life of being a bookkeeper, a clerk, or something
like that, did not present the easy angles of a
gangster’s life.


Let it be said in Berg’s favour that he thought nothing
of the dangers which he encountered every day of
his life. The fact that any day, any night, one of Calsimo’s
boys might be out looking for him; the fact that
he had escaped death a dozen times by a hair-line . . .
let it be said in his favour that he thought nothing of
these things. He took them for granted. They were part
of his profession.





When Berg entered the Scansci apartment block he
noticed that the two hefty gorillas who were usually
hanging about at the elevator entrance were gone. He
wondered vaguely why. Usually, he understood, there
was a man on the main door, two more at the elevator
entrance, two more on the third floor where the Scansci
apartment was situated. To-night there was none. He
dismissed the thought from his mind when he remembered
that Scansci was away. Possibly, he thought, with
Scansci being away there was no need for protection
downstairs. He rang the apartment bell. The door was
opened by the girl Truda—a Norwegian.


She smiled at him. She said: “Come in, Mr. Berg.
Mrs. Scansci is waiting for you.”


She took his hat, his overcoat; indicated the door on
the other side of the hall. Berg crossed the hall, went
into the large sitting-room of the apartment.


Clovis was standing at the head of the settee. He
thought he had never seen anything so beautiful in his
life. She was wearing a cornflower blue frock—simple
but beautifully cut. Her eyes—blue, lovely—looked at
him appealingly. She came to meet him.


She said: “Rene, I’m so glad you have come. You
mustn’t mind if I call you Rene because that’s how I
think about you.” Her voice was very soft, very melodious.
She pronounced her words well; her diction was
good.


Berg thought: “God, here’s a hell of a woman!”


She said: “You mustn’t stay very long. I don’t want
you to be here a long time because my husband’s away.
I couldn’t see you when he was here but I don’t want
anybody to think . . .” She shrugged her shoulders.
She went on: “Sit down. Let me give you a drink.”


She mixed a drink, brought it to Berg with a box of
cigarettes. He took a cigarette and she lit it for him.
He sat, cigarette in one hand, drink in the other, looking
up at her. She said: “You know, Rene, I’m sorry for
you. I’m very sorry for you.”


Berg looked surprised. He shrugged his shoulders. He
said: “Yeah . . . ?” He smiled at her. “I wonder why
you should be sorry for me, Mrs. Scansci. What have I
done that you’ve got to be sorry for me?”


She said: “Because, Rene . . . and I wish you
wouldn’t call me Mrs. Scansci—my name’s Clovis. You
and I are friends . . . we’ve got to be friends . . . so
we’ve got to call each other by our first names. . . . I
am sorry for you because, like me, you’ve been framed.”


Berg said: “Yeah?” He was vaguely amused. “And
who’s framed me?” he asked.


She smiled. She went and stood in front of the
electric fire, one white bare arm resting on the mantelpiece.


She said: “Oh, I don’t mean now, but when you came
to Chicago. I think you’d have done very well in anything
you’d gone into; you’d have been a success anyway.
But they framed you . . . Travis framed you—you
know it . . . he’s told you—into working for him
. . . for my husband.”


Berg said: “Yeah . . . that’s as may be. But I
haven’t done so badly out of it.” He felt a vague sense
of discomfort. He felt as if his profession was being
patronized.


She said: “Oh, yes, you’ve done well, Rene. So have
I. Look”—she indicated the apartment—“I have lovely
clothes and fur coats, and two cars, lots of jewellery. I
have everything, except my self-respect.”


Berg said: “I wouldn’t know what self-respect is.
Maybe I never had a chance to find out.” He drank a
little of the whisky.


She said: “Rene, of course you wouldn’t know. You
were too young . . . you never had the chance. . . .
But I knew. I knew before I was framed into this—”
She shrugged her shoulders.


Berg wondered what the hell it was all about. He
said: “Listen, Clovis, I was talkin’ to Lauren, see? She
gave me some line about you being scared about something.
She told me you wanted to see me. Well, I reckon
Scansci’s been pretty good to me one way and another,
you know. I know he works through Travis, but I still
know who my boss is. The boss is Scansci. That means
to me lots of dough, all the things I want, and a cover-up
when I want it. So when I hear that you’re scared I
sort of gotta do something about it. What’s the trouble?”


She looked at him for a long time; then she said:
“You’re a very direct person, aren’t you? Very direct
and rather nice. Of course what you say about my husband
is true. Paul is your boss. He pays you and he
pays you well. Why shouldn’t he? I wonder what he’d
do without people like you.”


Berg said: “I wouldn’t know.” Again he had the
vague feeling of discomfort—the feeling that Clovis
disliked Scansci; that in some way she was trying to tell
him. He wished she’d talk about something else.


He said: “Look, why don’t you sit down an’ tell me
what the trouble is? What’s wrong? What’s goin’ on
around here that scares you?”


She said: “Yes, I will. I’ll sit down and I’ll tell you.
But I don’t want you to look at me, Rene. Will you
come and sit by my side on this settee and I’ll try and
tell you about it.”


Berg thought that women were strange things, but
he got up, sat down by her side on the settee. She looked
into the fire.


She said: “Listen, I’m about your age. I met Paul
Scansci some years ago. I married him because . . .
well . . .” She shrugged her shoulders—“I had to
marry him. I hadn’t any choice. You know, Paul has—or
had—a way of getting what he wanted. If he didn’t
get it one way he got it another. But in the long run he
always got it. He used to be a very hard, tough, cruel
type.”


Berg said: “Yeah? Used to be . . . ?”


She threw him a sideways look. She said: “Yes . . .
used to be.” She looked into the fire again. She went on:
“Oh, everybody’s noticed the difference in him. For the
last four or five months he’s done nothing but drink.
He’s not thinking about his business. It’s lucky for the
organization—for people like you . . .” she turned and
put her soft white hands suddenly on his . . . “that
there are some clever, resourceful people like Linney.
He’s the person who looks after you—he and Travis.
If you were to rely on Paul . . .” She shrugged her
shoulders. She said: “Oh . . . but why am I talking
like this? It doesn’t matter. I didn’t ask you here to tell
you these things.”


Berg said: “No? But is that a fact about Scansci?
Is it right what you’re tellin’ me? You mean he’s slippin’?”


She nodded her head. “He’s slipping badly.” she said.
“So very badly . . . just how badly, Rene, I’ll tell you
in a minute.”


Berg thought: Maybe she’ll get around to it in a
minute. He was intrigued. He was wondering what it
was all about.


He said: “Look, Clovis, why don’t you just sort of
tell me what’s wrong? What’s eatin’ you? What are you
scared about? I got the rest of the picture. Maybe what
you say about Scansci is right. There’s been a lot of talk
around the town for the last six months about him an’
Calsimo. The boys are sayin’ that Calsimo is goin’ up
an’ Scansci’s goin’ down. Well, that may be right even
if I haven’t noticed it personally, but then I don’t see
everything.” He smiled at her.


She said: “Rene, I won’t waste your time. I’ll tell you
exactly what the trouble is. I’ve been worried for a
long time because I’ve felt that every time I went out I
was being watched. I felt that, even in this place with
the boys around, someone was keeping an eye on me—someone
who wasn’t very nice. During the last three or
four weeks I have received four letters. I’m not going
into what they say or what they threaten, but I know
what they mean.”


Berg said: “Yeah . . . well, what do they mean?”


She said: “Calsimo’s planning to snatch me. That’s
how he’s going to get back on Scansci.”


Berg whistled through his teeth. He said: “For Crissake
. . . ! That’s a good one.” He immediately saw
the strength of Calsimo’s argument. If Calsimo could
succeed in snatching Clovis it would be the end of
Scansci. First of all Calsimo would hold her up to ransom,
or even if he didn’t—even if he returned her unhurt
to Scansci—he would make the latter the laughing
stock of Chicago.


Berg said: “It’s a goddam good idea, I’m tellin’ you!
Maybe this Calsimo’s got brains. From his angle it’s a
hell of a good idea. From your angle not so good.”


She looked at him again. She said: “No, I shouldn’t
think so. Is that all it means to you?”


Berg shook his head. He said: “No . . . not now
you’ve told me. It don’t mean a thing to me for a very
good reason.” He turned towards her and their eyes
met. They looked at each other for a long time and into
her own eyes Clovis put a message. She willed him to
think what she wanted him to think.


She said: “So you’re not worrying now.” Once again
she put her hand over his. She asked: “Why?”


Berg found a little lump in his throat. The background
of this scene, the proximity of Clovis, the suggestion
of her perfume, the touch of her fingers, were
all doing things to him.


He said: “Look, Clovis, now you told me it’s O.K.
You don’t haveta worry.”


She said: “No? Are you telling me that? If you told
me I don’t have to worry, Rene, I won’t . . . because
I think . . .” Her voice broke. “I think to-day of all
the friends and people about me, there is only one on
whom I can rely . . . you. . . . Now tell me why I
don’t have to worry.”


Berg finished his drink. He got up, put the glass on
the mantelpiece. He flicked the cigarette stub into the
fire with his forefinger and thumb. He felt a little drunk,
although the whisky he had just consumed was the only
drink he had had that evening. But it tasted strong:
whisky always tasted strong to Berg. His mind was a
little uneasy, his tongue free.


He said: “Listen, Clovis, I’m going to tell you something.
The guys tell me that in England they’ve got a
proverb ‘A Cat May Look at a King.’ Maybe I’m just
a cat, but I’ve been lookin’ at you. Once or twice when
I’ve seen you I thought you were the greatest thing on
earth. I think you’re terrific. You’ve got all the things
I think a woman ought to have.” He stopped talking,
surprised at his own outburst.


Clovis got up. She came slowly towards him. She
stood directly in front of him. Once again the perfume
she was wearing came to his nostrils.


She said: “Oh, Rene . . . go on . . . go on . . .”


He said: “Well, a cat can look at a king. O.K. I’ve
taken a look at you. You been nice to me to-night. I
go for you. I’m not gonna have you scared by Calsimo
or anybody else. I’m tellin’ you you don’t haveta
worry.”


She said: “Rene, if you say so I believe you. But tell
me why don’t I have to worry?”


She took his glass from the mantelpiece, refilled it.
She brought it back. She stood in front of him, holding
it up in her two hands, touched the rim of it with her
lovely lips. Berg looked at her, hypnotized. She gave the
glass to him.


She said: “Drink it, Rene . . . drink it to me.”


Berg tossed the drink back. The spirit tasted raw.
Again he experienced the sense of discomfort. He
wanted to get into the air.


She said: “Now, why don’t I have to worry?” She
took the glass from him, put it on the mantelpiece behind
her.


Berg said: “I’m going to take care of Calsimo. O.K.
Maybe Scansci’s slippin’, but I’m not. Scansci’s been
pretty good to me. If you’re runnin’ a mob you’ve got
to keep on your feet an’ look after ’em. If he’s not doing
that he’s no good. If he’s not lookin’ after you he’s no
good to you. Goddam it,” Berg went on, “if Calsimo
were to snatch you we’d be the big laugh around town.
Everybody would be bellyachin’ about us, even if we
got you back. We’d never live it down. It’d be the end
of Scansci.”


She said: “Yes . . . ?”


“Yes,” said Berg. “So I reckon I’ll take care of that
bastard. Don’t you worry. Now I’ll be gettin’ along.”


She put one hand on his shoulder. She said: “Thank
you, Rene. I knew I could talk to you. I knew I could
rely on you.”


Berg moved away from the fireplace. He said: “Well,
Clovis, thanks for havin’ me around here. Thanks for
tellin’ me all this. Don’t you worry about it. I’ll look
after that so-an’-so. Maybe we’ll be all the better off for
it too.”


He moved towards the door. He was half-way there
when she said: “Rene, aren’t you going to say good-night
to me?”


He came back. He was grinning almost shyly. He
was thinking: This is goddam funny, but I feel as if
I’m cut. And I’ve only had two drinks. I wonder what
the hell’s hit me.


He put out his hand. He said: “Well, good-night,
Clovis. Thanks a lot.”


She put her hand in his, but she did not shake it.
She drew him towards her. One arm went round his
neck. He felt her mouth on his. He thought: What the
hell! What the hell!


Somehow the light went out.


VII


Berg stood in the quiet street outside the apartment
block. He thought that this was one of those times
when something very definite was indicated. He remembered
other times in his life when he had been possessed
by the same feeling—a desire, an urge, almost
uncontrollable towards harsh action. He stood there,
thinking about Clovis Scansci—the whole set-up. The
thing he had in his mind—the thing he planned to do—seemed
to him one of those things which was indicated
by a higher fate. The fact that the indication was due
to his association with Clovis, with several large whiskies
and sodas, was not at all plain to him. In his own
rather simple mind the indication was clear-cut.


A yellow cab came by. Berg flagged it; got inside. He
told the man where to go. Inside the cab, he relaxed
and tried to think logically.


Actually he was unable to think. He was unable to
think because of a peculiar exultation—due probably
to the recent proximity of Clovis; to what had happened—possessed
his mind. It was only when the yellow cab
stopped outside the three-storey brown stone house that
he came back to reality.


He got out, paid the driver. He waited until the cab
went away. Then he walked up the short flight of steps,
knocked three times—then twice—on the front door.
After a moment it opened. Berg went inside. He followed
the boy who had opened the door along the dim
evil-smelling passageway into the room at the back of
the house. The room looked like a small armoury. The
work-bench on the right of the room was covered with
pistols, automatics, every sort of firearm, with sawn-off
shot-guns predominating.


Berg took off his hat, lit a cigarette. The boy went
away. Two or three minutes passed. A man came into
the room. He was short, squat, grey-haired, with a peculiar
permanently twisted smile.


He said: “Hallo, Rene. You want something?”


Berg said: “Yeah, Charlie. You know you usta have
a .38 Police Positive—a nice—gun—with a silencer.
You still got it?”


Charlie said: “Yeah, I got it.”


Berg said: “O.K. You give it to me.”


Charlie looked at him for a moment; then he went
to a cupboard on the other side of the room; opened it.
The cupboard was full of pistols of every sort hanging
by the trigger guards on nails. He took a gun down. It
was a .38 Police Positive with three inches sawn off the
barrel and a silencer fitted over it.


He said: “It’s a nice gun. It’s done a lot of work. How
many shells do you want?”


Berg said: “Just fill it.” He waited while Charlie
went to a drawer, produced seven .38 cartridges, put
them in the gun. He handed it to Berg.


Berg put the gun in his pocket. He said: “O.K.,
Charlie. Thanks a lot.”


Charlie said: “You’re workin’?”


Berg said: “Yeah, I’m workin’. I’ll be seein’ you.”
He went away.


Outside it was cold. A keen wind was blowing. Berg
walked two or three blocks westward. He went into a
call-box at Grapevine and Twenty-second. He took a
little book from his pocket: looked up a number. He
put a nickel in the box; waited.


After a moment he said: “I wanta talk to Mr. Calsimo.
This is Rene Berg. Nobody else—just Mr. Calsimo.”


He waited. He filled in the time by fishing out a
cigarette from his pocket, lighting it. Then someone
spoke to him.


Berg said: “Hey . . . that you, Calsimo? This is
Rene Berg. Maybe you’re surprised at talkin’ to me.
One of those things, hey? But I wanta talk to you an’
it’s important.”


There was a pause; then Berg said: “Look, you don’t
haveta worry. I’m comin’ round an’ I haven’t even got
a gun. Yeah . . . it’s like that. Maybe I’m a wise guy.
Maybe I know how things are goin’ these days. I like
to be on the winnin’ side, you know. . . . All right, in
half an hour. I’ll be seein’ you.”


He put the receiver back on its hook. He went outside
the call-box and stood in the cool night air thinking.
He walked two blocks, picked up a taxicab, went
back to his hotel.


Up in his bedroom, he took off his hat, coat, underneath
coat; washed. He looked at himself in the glass.
He thought: This is a star evening with you, Berg. You
gotta be good an’ I hope it comes off. All the time, at
the back of his mind was a picture of Clovis, of her
eyes—violet or blue or whatever they were—looking at
him beseechingly. He thought to himself: You’ve got to
be a big guy. You must be. Any guy who could make
Clovis is good. An’ you’ve made the grade.


He opened a drawer; took out a roll of three-inch
adhesive plaster, a pair of scissors. He put the adhesive
plaster and the scissors on the dressing-table in front of
him. Then he went into the bathroom. He pulled up his
trouser leg, took a safety razor, wetted his leg and
shaved the hairs from it. He went back into the bedroom.
He pulled up his trouser leg; pushed the barrel
of the .38 Police Positive into the top of his sock. He
stuck a piece of adhesive plaster over the gun, a second
piece over the cylinder, a third piece over the butt. He
pulled down his trouser leg, shook his leg. The gun was
secure, stuck to the inside of his left calf. He put on his
coat, overcoat, hat; took a bottle from the cupboard in
the corner, put the neck in his mouth, took a long swig.
He went out.


He walked until he found a cab; told the man to drive
him to a corner a hundred yards east of Riverside
Apartments.


When the cab stopped, Berg got out, paid off the man,
began to walk. He thought that Calsimo would either
believe the story or not, but the way Berg worked it out
he would believe it. He thought: If Travis is scared,
Scansci’s scared. If Scansci’s scared, Calsimo’s scared.
It seemed to Berg that maybe everybody was a little
scared.


Five minutes afterwards he turned into the ornate
block of apartments on Riverside. He walked down the
long luxuriously carpeted passageway. At the end was
the elevator. Lounging in front of it, one leaning against
the wall, the other extended in a gilt and velvet chair,
was Calsimo’s bodyguard—two six-foot moron-faced
gorillas.


Berg said: “Hallo, guys. A nice cold evenin’, hey?”


The man in the chair got up. He said: “Yeah . . .
you wouldn’t be startin’ anything, wouldya?”


Berg opened his coat, put his hand in an inside
pocket, brought out a cigarette case. He grinned as their
hands went towards their hip pockets. He said: “It’s
all right, fellas. I’m gonna have a cigarette, that’s all.
You wouldn’t be scared of anything, would you?”


The other man said: “Listen, Rene, we heard about
you. What’s the big idea?”


Berg said: “What the hell’s that gotta do with you,
bastard? I don’t talk to punks like you. I got a date
with Mr. Calsimo.”


The first man said: “Nice guy, ain’tya? You wouldn’t
have a rod, would you, Berg?”


Berg said: “I didn’t come here and not expect to be
frisked. Have a look.”


The man did what Berg thought he would do. He ran
his hands over both sides of Berg’s body, down the hips,
down to the thighs. He said: “O.K. Rene, you’re all
right. Second floor. The big shot’s waitin’ for you.”


Berg said: “Thanks a lot.” He stepped into the elevator,
closed the gates, pressed the button. The elevator
moved swiftly to the second floor. Berg got out. There
was another man waiting outside the elevator gate. He
grinned sourly. He was a hefty, white-faced Italian.


He said: “Hallo, Boig . . . I never expected to see
you kickin’ around here.”


Berg said: “Well, you never know what’s gonna happen.
It’s a wise guy gets in first.”


The Italian said: “So you founda that out. I reckon
you’re wise enough. Come on.”


He took Berg along the passageway, stopped at a
door. He knocked. A voice said to come in. The wop
opened the door; said to Berg: “It’s all yours. Get in.”


Berg went inside. Calsimo was sitting at a table on
the right-hand side of the room. He was a thin, black-haired
man with a sharp thin face. His eyes were small.
He had a little black moustache.


He said: “Good evening, Rene. This is an unexpected
pleasure.” He spoke English carefully, almost perfectly.
“What’s the trouble, boy?”


Berg said: “Look, Calsimo, maybe you heard about
me?”


Calsimo nodded. He smiled pleasantly. He said: “I
heard about you plenty, Berg . . . quite a lot. I’m terribly
interested to know what you want to talk to me
about.”


Berg said: “It oughta be pretty obvious, Calsimo.”


Calsimo shrugged his shoulders. He said: “When a
guy out of the Scansci organization makes a date to see
me an’ don’t bring a gun with him I know it’s business.
Maybe you’d like a drink?”


Berg said: “Why not?”


Calsimo got the drinks. He poured two big ones;
handed one to Berg. He said: “Shoot, kid. So you’re
coming over to us?”


Berg shrugged his shoulders. He said: “Why not?
I’m no mug. I know the way things are goin’.”


Calsimo said: “Sure! You’d be a mug if you didn’t.
I’m taking this town.” He laughed. He went on: “I’ll
tell you something. The only thing that’s ever worried
me was you. You’re tough and you got brains. I like
your comin’ over here. Maybe we can do some business
together.”


Berg said: “That’s what I thought.” He drank some
of the whisky.


Calsimo said: “Sit down. Take the weight off your
feet an’ tell me the story.”


Berg pulled up a chair. He sat near the end of the
table at an angle from Calsimo. He crossed his legs,
bringing the left leg over the right.


He said: “Look. I know what’s good for me. I think
Scansci’s had it. He’s been a big boy. He’s played it off
the cuff the right way. Everything’s been fine, but every
good thing comes to an end. Maybe he’s through.”


Calsimo said: “Yeah?” He looked at Berg, his eyebrows
raised. He was smiling. His face indicated polite
inquiry.


Berg said: “Listen, Calsimo. I’m talkin’ straight. I
reckon Scansci’s out. You know, he’s sorta slippin’. . . .
I think. Maybe he’s drinkin’ a little too much. Maybe
he’s got other interests.”


Calsimo said: “Yes, maybe he has. That wife of his—so
lovely . . . so beautiful. Maybe he’s rather interested
in her . . . perhaps too much.”


Berg thought: You bastard. I’m wise to you. So
what she said was right. That’s how you’re gonna play
it. Like hell you are! But he said: “I reckon you’re
right, Calsimo. But you an’ me don’t wanta go into this
an’ that. If I come over to you how does it break?”


Calsimo said: “What’s Scansci giving you?”


Berg said: “Anything I want. I draw up to a thousand
a week. I charge the accounts wherever I go
where he’s got one. He’s given me a pretty good deal.”


Calsimo said: “I’ll give you a better one. You come
over to me and I’ll give you ten grand as a present.”
He looked at Berg. His expression changed. His small
eyes glittered. “But if you come over, you work, see?
There’s only goin’ to be one boss in this town an’ that’s
goin’ to be me. You get ten grand an’ one and a half
grand a week till we clean the job up. After that we’ll
talk again.”


Berg said: “What about the cops?”


Calsimo laughed. He said: “Look, I know those boys.
They never interfere with me. You know that, Berg.
You should worry about them.”


Berg said: “O.K. That’s a bet.” He picked up his
glass. He said: “Well, here’s to it. I’m all yours.”


Calsimo said: “I’ll tell you something.” He finished
his own drink. “I’m glad you done this, Berg. With
you, we’re goin’ places. With you, this man’s town belongs
to me in about three weeks.”


Berg said: “Why three weeks? I should think it
would take about three days.”


Calsimo said: “Yeah? But there’s just one little thing.
All this is fine, but there’s just one little thing.”


Berg said: “What’s the little thing?”


Calsimo looked at him. He said: “You couldn’t guess,
could you? Look, I gotta have Scansci. You come over
to me an’ everything’s fine. You get the jake. We look
after you. So you sort of got to give us a guarantee, see?
We gotta have Scansci. You got me?”


Berg said: “Sure, that’s O.K. Why not?”


Calsimo poured some more whisky. He said: “Fella,
now you’re talkin’. How long is it gonna take you to do
that?”


Berg said: “He’s away. You know that?”


Calsimo nodded. “You’re tellin’ me,” he said. “You
picked a good time to see me. When will he be back?”


“Two three days,” said Berg. “I’ll have him within
a week from the day he comes back.” He was thinking
to himself: All you big guys are the same. You all think
you got something. You all think you can buy anything.
He repeated: “I’ll have him within a week of the time
he comes back. O.K.?”


Calsimo said: “O.K.” He picked up his glass. He
said: “Here’s to it, fella.” They drank.


Calsimo opened a drawer. He said: “Here’s a sort of
little bonus on account. You’re a good guy, Rene. I
reckon you’re the best gorilla around town. There ain’t
been anybody ever like you in Chi. I’m glad to have
you with me.” He produced a flat new packet of bills.
He put them at the end of the table. He said: “That’s
the sort of guy I am. There’s ten grand on the side,
spare—just to bind the agreement. Buy yourself a
coupla drinks, Rene.”


Berg said: “Thanks a lot.” He picked up the packet
of bills, held them in his hand. He said: “Just a little
thing. I came here straight to-night—you know, no
funny business. Just walked in the front entrance. The
boys expected me. That was O.K. But you never know.
Scansci’s been a bit leery lately—sorta funny, see? You
never know, he might have told Travis Hahn or some
guy to keep an eye on me. When I leave here I’d like
to go out the back way.”


Calsimo laughed. He said: “You’re a wise guy. In the
days when I usta carry a gun I was like that myself.”
He went on: “Look, when you leave here, walk along
the passage the opposite way to the way you come in.
You’ll find a service elevator. They use it to bring the
luggage up. Go down in that. There is only one boy on
the back entrance an’ he knows about you.”


Berg said: “Thanks a lot. Well, one for the road,
Calsimo. It’s been nice meetin’ you.”


Calsimo said: “Sure, you’re a smart guy; you know
the way things are goin’. I like you comin’ here.” He
poured out two more drinks.


Berg split the band round the packet of bills. He split
the packet in half, took one-half of the bills, pulled up
his right trouser leg, undid the garter, pushed the packet
of bills down inside the top of his sock. He pulled up his
sock, reclasped the garter. Calsimo watched him.


He said: “A wise guy, hey? You carry the dough in
your socks.”


Berg said: “Why not? It’s an old habit of mine; a
silly habit, but that’s the way I play it.”


He took the second half of the bills in his left hand.
He pulled up his left trouser leg, slowly. He put his
hand on the butt of the gun and yanked it with the
adhesive plaster off his leg. The plaster tore the top
skin off. Berg never moved a muscle. He sat quite still
in the chair, the gun in his hand.


He said: “Listen, Calsimo, you thought you was
gonna get away with something big, hey? You thought
you were gonna snatch Clovis Scansci. You made a hell
of a mistake, fella. You’re all talk. Here’s where you
get it.”


Calsimo looked at him. His hands were flat on the
table in front of him. Three or four little beads of sweat
stood out on his forehead.


He said: “Listen, Rene . . . you listen to me . . .”


Berg squeezed the trigger four times. The gun made a
little noise like the popping of a champagne cork. The
four shots took Calsimo in the stomach and upwards.
He slumped over the desk. For a moment, his head lying
on the desk, he pressed his hands to his stomach. The
blood began to drip onto the carpet.


Berg got up. He thought to himself: You were a mug
to use four shells. There’s the guy on the back door
. . . you only got three left. He put the second packet
of bills in his left-hand overcoat pocket.


He said: “Well, so long, Calsimo.” He went out of the
room, closed the door softly behind him.


Downstairs, at the bottom of the service elevator, a
red-headed tough was lounging. He pushed himself
away from the wall as the elevator came down.


He said: “Hallo, Berg. Nice to see you around here.
You had a good time?”


Berg said: “Yeah. I talked turkey an’ it’s O.K. I’m
with you from now on.”


The gunman said: “Swell. That’s what I like to hear.
You’re a great guy, Rene. We like you. You got a nice
method.”


Berg said: “Fine. I’m O.K. for gettin’ out? Nobody
way down the passage, hey?”


The gunman said: “Well, we’re careful, you know.
But you’re O.K. Stick around here. When the big boy
buzzes upstairs you go out. Just a matter of form, you
know. That’s the system around here. Pretty good, hey?
Checked in at the front an’ buzzed out at the back.”


Berg thought quickly. He said: “You wouldn’t have
a snifter, would you? It’s a cold night an’ I’m walkin’.
No cab, see?”


The other said: “Wise guy. Those drivers remember
too much. Come in here. I got one for you.”


They went down the basement stairs into a small
room. The drinks were poured out. They drank.


The man said: “You know, when we heard you was
comin’ here to-night, we thought there was gonna be
a lot of trouble until we heard you wasn’t carryin’ a
gun; then we knew how it was. We sort of got the idea
you was comin’ in with us.”


Berg said: “Sure . . . have a cigarette.” He put his
hand into the pocket of his overcoat. He brought out
the gun. He said: “You guys indulge in day-dreams,
don’t you? Why don’t you grow up?”


He fired once. The glass made an odd sound as it
smashed on the cement floor. Berg looked at the man as
he lay on the floor. There was a surprised expression
on his face.


Berg tipped his hat. He said: “Well, that’s how it is,
fella! That’s how it is!”


He walked out of the room, up the stairs, along the
passageway, into the street.





Berg lay on his bed smoking a cigarette, looking at
the ceiling. He grinned. He thought next day there
would be a fine how-d’you-do about the Calsimo thing.
They’d have something to think about all right. He
wondered what Margolez—Calsimo’s lieutenant—now
the big shot of the Calsimo organization—would do
about it. Maybe now that the big boy was dead they’d
take things easy. They might even let it ride. They
might. Or else . . .


Well, if they weren’t going to let it ride he’d have to
look out for himself. He looked at his watch. It was
just after three. Berg thought to himself: Fella, you’ve
had a busy evening what with one thing and another.
He remembered Clovis. The very thought of the two
hours he had spent with her affected him to such a degree
that he wondered at it. He remembered another
Biblical expression from his Sunday-school—something
about a man’s knees turning to water. That was how
Clovis made you feel.


He swung his legs off the bed, went over to the sideboard,
took a flask out of the drawer, took a long pull.
The whisky tasted good. Berg went back and sat on the
bed, the flask in one hand, a cigarette in the other. He
was thinking: Fella, now you’ve gotta be careful. Positively
you got to be careful.


The telephone jangled. Berg put the flask down on
the bed, took up the receiver. It was Travis.


Travis said: “For Crissake . . . you’ve pulled a fast
one, hey? The whole town’s talkin’. Wait till the news-sheets
hit the street to-morrow morning. They tell me
they’re printin’ special editions now. For God’s sake
. . . what’s the matter with you? What did you haveta
pull that one for?”


Berg said: “Listen, Travis. Do I have to go in for
long spiels on the telephone? What the hell! An’ what’s
the matter anyway? I thought you’d be plenty pleased.
What’s eatin’ you?”


Travis said: “Look, fella, I’m pleased enough. That’s
O.K. by me, but I’d like to know what Paul Scansci’s
gonna say about this one.”


Berg said: “You mean to say he’s not gonna like it?
He’s got to like it. He’s sittin’ on top of the heap now.”


Travis said: “Well, maybe he is. For how long?
What d’you think the Calsimo mob are gonna do about
this? D’you think Margolez is just gonna sit down an’
smoke cigarettes? That boy is gonna get crackin’. I
reckon Scansci’ll haveta live inside a bullet-proof car
now permanently.”


Berg put his hand out, picked up the flask. He took
another swig. He said: “You mean Margolez is liable
to get tough?”


Travis said: “Why not?”


Berg said: “O.K. If he gets funny we’ll have him
too.”


Travis sighed: “Look, fella, we don’t wanta start a
Battle of Waterloo around here. Our job is sellin’
hooch.”


Berg said: “Yeah . . . I know all about that. Maybe
I know one or two things that you don’t know. Maybe
when you get wise you’ll say I was right in doin’
what I did—right every time.” He went on: “As a matter
of fact I like it. I never liked that guy Calsimo.”


Travis said: “I’ll say one thing for you, Rene, you’ve
got your nerve all right. You’ll haveta watch out for
yourself now. They’ll be after you.”


Berg said: “Yeah? So what?”


There was a pause; then Travis said: “Say, listen,
Rene, what’s the big idea? What did you do it for?
You said just now you knew something I didn’t know.
I reckon this is the first time you’ve gone off sky-rocketin’
on your own, creasin’ some guy before I told you to.
Maybe you’ll wise me up to this. Maybe you’ll tell me
what it is that you know an’ I don’t.”


Berg said: “You ask Lauren. Lauren gave me a tip-off.
She asked me to do something. Well, I did it. I’m
not gonna say what I did or who I was with or what
we talked about. Maybe I’ll tell you next time I see you.
I’ll think it over. But take it from me, Travis, that what
I did is right. If I hadn’t, I reckon Calsimo woulda put
paid to us. He’d have finished us.”


Travis said: “Yeah . . .” His tone was doubtful. He
went on: “Well, what’s done is done. We’ll haveta see
what happens, but I’m not feelin’ so good. Any time I
go out from now on I’ll wish I was wearin’ a suit of
armour plate.”


Berg said: “Aw . . . hell! What’s the use of bein’
scared? It’s the guy who’s afraid of gettin’ bumped off
who always gets bumped off. Personally, if somebody
can pull a gun quicker than I can then I’m gonna get
it and that’s that.”


Travis said cynically: “Maybe you like the idea of
dyin’, Rene?”


Berg said: “No . . . definitely not—not now.”


The inflection in Travis’s voice went up. “What’s
this . . . not now? What’s happened that you’re so
keen on goin’ on livin’, fella, after you bumped this mug
Calsimo?”


Berg said: “It don’t matter, Travis—just one of those
things.” He took another swig at the flask.


Travis said: “O.K. If I was you I’d stick around in
your hotel for a day or two. There’s gonna be hell
poppin’ over this. You stay where you are until I see
you. You got that? Maybe we can straighten this out.
I’ve got an idea Margolez will be callin’ through sometime
in the mornin’.”


Berg said: “Yeah? What for?”


Travis said: “It’s natural, ain’t it? He’ll have made
up his mind what he’s gonna do. I reckon he’s liable
to tell me too.”


Berg said: “O.K. To-morrow oughta be good. But
I’ll do what you say, Travis. I’ll stick around here until
I see you; then maybe I’ll know where I am. So long,
fella.” He hung up.


It seemed to him now that Travis was not a very big
personality after all. Berg began to see himself as a big—important—person.
Margolez and the Calsimo mob
scared him not at all. He was above himself and the
whisky had made him feel very good. He went over to
the bedroom door, locked it. He undressed, took a
shower in the adjoining bathroom, got into bed. He put
one of the .45 automatics under the pillow, butt downwards
where his hand could quickly find it . . . in
case.





Lauren, who was wearing a padded silk dressing-gown,
her small feet encased in velvet mules, brought
the whisky bottle and the glass over to Travis where
he sat by the fire.


She said: “Well, he’s done it. I knew he would.”


Travis said: “Yeah, it’s come off. The next thing is
how’s Scansci gonna take it.”


Lauren said: “Paul’s not gonna take it so well. He’s
gonna be all steamed up about this—more than you
think.”


Travis said: “Is he? Why should he be? Maybe this
thing’ll sort of blow over. Look . . .” He leaned forward,
poured out the whisky, took a gulp. He repeated:
“Look . . . maybe the cops are gonna be pleased about
this, see? They got rid of Calsimo. O.K. This guy Margolez,
who’ll be runnin’ the mob now, he’s a brain guy.
So I reckon he’s gonna be for a quiet life. I reckon we
can do a deal with that guy. Maybe it’s gonna be better
than it was before. Anyhow, I reckon it’s gonna be
easier for us.”


Lauren said: “Scansci’s goin’ to be burned up to hell
over this.”


Travis looked at her. He said: “Look, gorgeous, what
is it that you know that I don’t? You’re holdin’ out
again, hey?”


She came over, stood on the opposite side of the fireplace,
looking down at him. A little smile played about
the corners of her mouth.


She said: “Look, Unconscious, where’s Scansci now?
He was goin’ away for three days, wasn’t he? O.K.
Where was he goin’ to? He usually lets you know,
doesn’t he? But he didn’t this time. Nobody knew
where he was goin’.”


Travis said: “Yeah, that’s right. He just took one of
the boys, said he’d be back in three days an’ scrammed.
Anyhow, that’s what Clovis said.”


Lauren nodded. “You know what the other thing is?”
she went on. “Maybe you didn’t know, but Calsimo
was goin’ away. He was takin’ a trip too. He was goin’
to-morrow morning. Not that he’ll have ta worry about
it now. You got that?”


Travis said: “Why the hell don’t you say what you
mean? I’ve got nothing. I don’t know what you’re talkin’
about.”


Lauren said: “Listen . . . Calsimo an’ Scansci had
fixed up to have a meetin’. Calsimo was goin’ to join in
with Scansci. They were goin’ to run the town together.
What d’you know about that one?”


Travis said: “Jeez . . . what d’you know? And
Scansci told nobody. Maybe he was right.” Travis, his
eyes excited, got up. He put the bottle and the glass
on the mantelpiece. He said: “Look, where’d you get
this from?”


Lauren said: “Clovis. Scansci never talked to anybody
much over this, but there’s one time he does talk.
He talks in his sleep.”


Travis said: “For cryin’ out loud! Is he gonna be
steamed up?”


Lauren laughed. “Steamed up,” she said. “He’s gonna
blow his top. Wait till he hears about this. I reckon he’s
sittin’ in some dump on Long Island or somewhere or
other waitin’ for Calsimo to turn up, thinkin’ that everything
is hunky dory, thinkin’ that nobody need be
scared any more because they’re gonna run the job
together. Wait till somebody tells him!” She laughed
again. “Is he goin’ to be pleased when he hears that
Rene’s bumped off Calsimo at the wrong moment. Is it
funny or is it?”


Travis said: “It might not be so funny for Berg.”


Lauren raised her eyebrows. She said: “No? D’you
think Rene’ll be scared?”


Travis shook his head. “Nothin’ scares that guy,” he
said.


Lauren said: “Listen, Travis, when Paul comes back
he’s not goin’ to be so pleased with Berg, is he? Supposing
. . . supposin’ just for the sake of argument
. . .” She stopped.


Travis said: “Go on . . . cough it up. What’s the
next move?”


Lauren said softly: “Scansci ain’t gonna be so
pleased with Berg. Supposin’ somebody was to tell
Scansci that Rene was around there in the apartment
with Clovis for nearly three hours to-night, after which
he goes an’ knocks off Calsimo . . .”


Travis said: “Yeah? An’ who’s gonna have the guts
to tell Scansci that . . . me?”


Lauren shook her head. She said: “No . . . but
Truda, the maid around there, might, mightn’t she?”


Travis whistled through his teeth. He said: “Jeez!
She might at that.”


“All right,” said Lauren. “So Scansci is gonna have
a showdown with Rene, hey? He’s goin’ to be goddam
rude to Rene. He’s goin’ to say things about Clovis.
Maybe he’s goin’ to have the Berg boy knocked off.
You see what happens?”


Travis said: “You tell me.”


Lauren said: “You know, Rene don’t like Scansci.
He’s certainly not gonna like him after . . .” She
smiled slowly . . . “the three hours with Clovis. He’s
a bad-tempered fella, that Rene. I know what he’ll do.”


Travis said: “You mean he’ll take Paul?”


She nodded. “If he don’t fog Scansci I’m an Indian
princess with a cork leg,” she said. “Anyway, it’s worth
tryin’. No harm can come of it if no good does.”


Travis said: “You think! So if somebody gets this
maid to spill the beans to Scansci it’s not gonna be so
good for Clovis.”


Lauren said: “Don’t worry about her. She can look
after herself. Besides, it’s her idea.”


Travis said: “My God you frails! You’re worse than
any goddam gunsel in Chicago.”


Lauren put a curl back into place. She said: “Yeah,
somebody’s got to look after you mugs. Listen, honey,
supposin’ this thing comes off . . . supposin’ Rene
creases Paul. O.K. You make a deal with Margolez.
Let’s have a little quiet around here, with you an’ Margolez
runnin’ this dump.”


Travis said: “Yeah . . . and what about Rene?”


She shrugged her shoulders. She said: “Well, the
cops’ll want somebody, won’t they?”


Travis looked at her. His eyes narrowed. He said:
“You beat everything. I reckon inside you’re as black
as hell. I reckon you’d send me out without a thought
if you wanted to.”


She poured some whisky into the glass, handed it to
him. She said: “An’ why not? You’d do the same for
me any time. Don’t let you an’ me kid each other,
Travis.”


They both drank from the same glass.


VIII


Eight nights after the Calsimo shooting, Berg
knocked on the back door of the Barrell Street garage.
The door was a small wooden one, set in the steel shutter
which moved up and down by electricity. Berg
tapped impatiently on the door for the third time;
stood, his back against the shutter, his hand in his right-hand
pocket, looking up and down the street.


It was very late. There was a cold wind and a little
rain. A sudden gust of wind blew the large drops against
Berg’s face. He found the process refreshing. The door
opened.


Shakkey, a gun in one hand, a torch in the other, put
his head out. He said: “Hallo, kid. What’s new? Somebody
on your tail?”


Berg said: “I wouldn’t know, Shakkey. I need a
drink.”


Shakkey said, grinning: “Come on in. We got lots of
liquor.”


Berg stepped through the frame door. Shakkey shut
it, locked it, pulled down the additional steel shutter
behind it. The garage was practically a fortress. He
switched on his torch. Berg followed him across the
wide stone floor between the rows of carefully parked
trucks into the little office in the corner. He sat down.


Shakkey got a bottle and two glasses. He poured out
the drinks. He said: “You know, Rene, it’s goddam
funny. Seein’ you sittin’ in this office makes me remember
the day when you first come to town—that night
I found you lyin’ outside. I sorta suggested to Travis
we might give you a job down here in the office, sort
of keepin’ an eye on the truck drivers an’ guards. Maybe
it was a pity you didn’t take the job, although there
wouldn’t have been quite so much dough in it.”


Berg said: “Maybe you’re right, Shakkey.” He finished
the whisky. Shakkey poured out another slug.


He said: “You started something when you did this
Calsimo thing. I reckon it ain’t gonna be so healthy for
you for a bit, not until it sort of settles down.”


Berg said: “I reckon it ain’t gonna settle down—not
now. Not for a long time.”


Shakkey lit a cigarette. He said: “I wouldn’t go so
far as to say that. I reckon Margolez is gonna play this
the easy way. Maybe he’ll want to patch it up with
Scansci. Everybody’s pretty fed up with the killin’s
around this city. They’re gettin’ sort of tired of it.”


Berg said: “Margolez won’t patch anything up with
Scansci.”


Shakkey reached for the bottle. He said: “No? Why
not?”


Berg said: “I fogged Scansci half an hour ago up in
his apartment.”


Shakkey put the bottle on the table. He said: “Jeez
. . . are you ribbin’ or do you mean this?”


Berg said: “I’m not ribbin’. I went up there to-night.
He wanted to talk to me about this Calsimo thing. He
was steamed up.” He laughed. “You know why he was
steamed up.”


Shakkey said: “Maybe I could make a guess.”


Berg said: “He went out of town to meet Calsimo.
They were gonna patch this thing up and go in together,
see? One organization to supply the whole city. Calsimo
was due to leave to meet Scansci the mornin’ after I
shot him. So you can bet Scansci wasn’t so pleased when
he heard the news.”


Shakkey said: “No, he wouldn’t be. Did you haveta
kill him for that?”


Berg said: “Not for that. Look, Shakkey, I shot
Calsimo because I heard he was gonna try an’ snatch
Clovis Scansci. That’s why I shot him.”


Shakkey began to laugh. “Ain’t you the nut?” he
said. “So Calsimo was gonna snatch Clovis Scansci just
at the time he’s meetin’ up with Paul Scansci to go into
partnership with him. It don’t make sense. Who told
you that one?”


Berg said: “Clovis Scansci told me. Why should she
tell a lie? A good dame, that one. She’s had a tough time.
She was scared.”


Shakkey said: “Scared my fanny!” He poured out
two more drinks. He picked up his own glass and sat
looking at the amber fluid. He thought for a long time.
He said: “You know, Rene, when you came round to
this burg I offered you a job—not much of a job—but
I wish you’d taken it. You ain’t a bad kid, see? So
Travis hadta frame you into that Rose Dean job an’ you
went in on the gun side. It looks to me like somebody’s
been takin’ you for a ride again.”


Berg said: “How come?”


Shakkey said: “Listen, here’s the story. Scansci an’
Calsimo are gonna meet, straighten things out, go in
together. Well, somebody don’t like that. I reckon that
somebody was Clovis Scansci. So she tells you a hard-luck
story . . . Calsimo’s gonna snatch her. So you
fix Calsimo. I don’t know what there was on between
you an’ Clovis Scansci but she’s a tough egg, that one.
I know her. Maybe she let Paul hear about it somehow
when he came back. Maybe that’s why he got funny
with you to-night. Maybe he told you he was gonna
have you took for a ride, hey?”


Berg said: “Yeah . . . something like that.”


Shakkey nodded. “So you give it to him first,” he
said. “It’s a pretty good position for somebody.”


Berg said: “Yeah? Who?”


Shakkey said: “I could make a coupla guesses. It’s
a pretty good position for Clovis an’ the guy she’s stuck
on.”


Berg said: “Yeah? Who’s the guy?”


Shakkey looked at him. He grinned. “Who d’you
think, mug?” he said. “Travis Hahn. Now it’s in the
bag for Travis. He an’ Margolez settle this job up an’
they’re the big shots.”


Berg said: “Yeah . . . an’ what about me? Where
do I come in?” For once there was a little bitterness in
his voice.


Shakkey said: “You don’t. Everybody around here
is tired of this gunplay. Chicago’s sick of it. The Feds
are comin’ in. This place is gonna be cleaned up. This
killin’ has just about put the edge on it. Somebody’ll
haveta go up for this. You know who that somebody’s
gonna be, don’t you?”


Berg gave a little sigh. “It looks like me.”


Shakkey said: “You’re right. An’ this time you’ll
find Mr. Linney won’t be around tryin’ to pull a habeas
corpus act to get you out again. This time they’ll let
’em fry you, kid.”


Berg said softly: “Yeah? So what? Maybe I’ll have
a talk with Travis.”


Shakkey shook his head. He said: “Look, mug, why
don’t you get some sense? You go an’ have a talk with
Travis. There’s only one thing you can talk with an’
that’s a rod. An’ you’ve been doin’ a little too much
talkin’ with rods lately.” He smiled—not an unfriendly
smile. It illuminated his thin comedian’s face. He said:
“Look, fella, you take a tip from me. You get outa here.
You get outa here before this thing gets around. Nobody’s
heard about it yet.”


Berg said: “No, they wouldn’t, but they will in a
minute.”


Shakkey went to a desk in the corner. He unlocked it.
He came back to the table, threw a thick wad of bills
tied with string in front of Berg.


He said: “Look, this is the first time I double-crossed
the organization. That’s to-day’s take on the East Side
for liquor. There’s a car in the garage with new number-plates
on it—a fast one. You get outa here an’ keep
goin’. What the hell d’you wanta stay an’ be fried for?
They tell me it’s goddam uncomfortable in the hot
seat.”


Berg looked at the bills on the table. He said: “It’s
swell of you, Shakkey. But what the hell’s the use of
me scrammin’ out of here? Maybe they’ll get me some
place else.”


Shakkey said: “An’ maybe not. Look, maybe the
cops aren’t gonna be so unpleased about this. Of course
they’ll have to beef off about it, but with the two big
bad wolves in this town bein’ ironed out inside two
weeks of each other, I bet the cops are chortlin’. No
more Calsimo an’ no more Scansci. I reckon they can
get in now an’ fix things so there’ll be a little peace.
An’ Travis is the sort of guy to want peace, an’ so is
Margolez. Nobody could accuse either of those two as
bein’ too nervy—too brave. They like livin’. Maybe if
you got outa here good an’ quick they wouldn’t worry
about you so much. Maybe you’d get away with it. It’s
worth tryin’.”


Berg said: “Yeah? Why?”


Shakkey said: “What have you got to lose, kid?
Look, you been taken for a ride. You been taken for a
ride by Travis an’ by Clovis Scansci. Every goddam
person in the organization has had somethin’ from you
one way or another. You’re just the world’s biggest
mug, hey? You’re not twenty-five; you’ve got a lot of
years in front of you. Why don’t you get the hell out
of here an’ give yourself a break?”


He poured out two more drinks. “Go on, kid,” he
said. “Do something for me for once. For Crissake get
outa here.”


Berg picked up the glass. He drained it slowly; then
he got up, picked up the bills, put them in his pocket.
He said: “Thanks a lot, Shakkey. I reckon you’re a
good guy. I wish I’d taken the little job you offered me
a long time ago.”


Shakkey said: “Me too. Come on. You’ve got to get
goin’.”


They went into the garage. The car, newly sprayed,
just serviced, showed resplendently under the electric
light.


Shakkey said: “The place for a guy like you is South
America. If you wanta get scrappin’ you can get it down
there. There’s always a civil war goin’ on, an’ nobody
gives a hell how many people you kill. I reckon you’d
do well there.”


Berg got into the car.


Shakkey said: “There’s fifteen gallons in the tank;
another twenty in the big reserve tank at the back.
Don’t stop before you’re a long way out. I’ll give you
the route an’ garages to fill up at—places where they
won’t talk.”


He tore off a sheet from the invoice book from his
hip pocket, took a stub of pencil from behind one large
ear. He began to write. When he had finished he handed
the piece of paper to Berg.


He said: “There you are, kid. You got a car, dough
an’ juice. Now get outa here. Try an’ go on livin’.”


He went to the wall; threw over the lever. Slowly
the wall shutter of the garage began to rise. He stopped
it at eight feet.


He said: “So long, kid.”


Berg said: “So long, Shakkey. Thanks a lot.”


The car moved slowly out into the street. Shakkey
threw over the lever. The shutter came down. He turned
out the lights; walked back into the little office in the
corner. He poured out a drink.


He said to himself: “The goddam silly young bastard!
The goddam nut!” He shrugged his shoulders.



Chapter Three
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                  THE girl Ingrid walked
with slow almost hesitant steps to the spot where the
country road leading away from Skaalund divided. She
took the left fork. A hundred yards down the road she
could see a crack of light from one of the side windows
of the kroj.


Now she hastened her steps a little. When she arrived
at the door of the one-storied beer-house she looked
quickly up and down the road; pushed the door open
enough for her to edge sideways through. She shut the
door behind her; stood, her back to the door, the palms
of her hands pressed flat against it, looking about her.
The bar parlour was long, low-ceilinged. The walls were
of logs. An open fire burned at one end. There were
rough tables here and there, and at the right end a bar.
Two or three men leant against the counter and two sat
at opposite tables. The silence was heavy in the room.


The girl Ingrid went up to the counter. The host,
portly, red-faced, looked at her for a moment. His eyes
were a little pitiful. He filled a mug with dark beer,
pushed it towards her. They stood looking at each other.
Then she picked up the mug; moved to a table by the
side of the fire. She put the mug on the table, sat down
in the chair. She was looking at the froth on the top of
the mug. At the same time she was biting her lips to stop
the tears from welling into her eyes. She thought that
she had never felt so bitterly before.


She sat there, her eyes on the beer mug, her hands in
her lap. After a while she looked down, saw that her
fingers were trembling. She concentrated on keeping
them still, but she could not do this. She found that the
only way to master the trembling in her hands was by
locking the fingers together in her lap.


One of the men at the counter began to speak to the
landlord in a low voice. He was not a local man. He was
from Bardu. He said: “What’s the matter? It is those
swine again? Is it those swine?”


The landlord said: “Keep quiet, Sven. It isn’t good to
talk. It is much better to keep quiet.”


The man called Sven said: “I never thought I should
have to keep my tongue silent in Norway.”


The landlord shrugged. He said: “What is there to
talk about, Sven?” He poured out another mug of beer.
Drinking it, he looked over the edge of the mug towards
the girl Ingrid, who sat looking into the fire, her fingers
locked together.





Berg came out of the house, which had been taken
as a local police barracks, with Nielenberg. They stood
at the top of the steps. Berg turned up his overcoat
collar.


Nielenberg stretched, banged his great hands on his
chest. He was a big fine specimen of manhood, over six
feet; his uniform, that of a Feldwebel in the German
Field Gendarmerie, sat well on his compact body. The
tunic was a little tight, the collar a little too high, but
Nielenberg liked that. He knew he was a fine figure of
a man. He hoped the women would eventually know it.
The fact that he had not been very successful since he
had been in the Skaalund district annoyed him very
little. He thought there was lots of time. All sorts of
things would be happening in Norway, and the women
must, finally, learn sense.


Nielenberg spent a great deal of time thinking about
Norwegian women. He was a product of the Army and
the S.S. Police Training School—big, strong, intelligent,
if anything over-trained.


He said to Berg in careful, good English: “My friend,
you can take it from me that what I tell you is right.
We have got too big a start. The British, who are very
good at makeshift measures cannot possibly compete
with or catch up with our German military production.
Realize the poorness of their equipment used here—a
few territorial regiments, practically no artillery, certainly
no air support.”


They began to walk down the street. “Make no mistake,”
the Feldwebel continued, “these British are
brave men. They can fight, but to fight you have to
have weapons and leaders. By the time they begin to
develop the resources of their Empire for war; by the
time they get into their stride . . .” He shrugged his
shoulders, “the war will be over. This Norway is just
a little thing. The Fuehrer has everything tied down to
a timetable. You will see.”


Berg said: “Yeah?” He thought maybe the German
was right.


“Also there is another thing,” the Feldwebel continued.
“An important thing. Your own country. People
say that the Americans are helping the British.” He
shrugged his shoulders again. “That’s all right. People
also say,” he went on, “that America may even come
into the war on the side of the British.” He smiled. “I
think there will be a great deal of trouble in America
before that happens. I do not believe that your countrymen
realize the strength of the German Secret Service
movements in America—of our secret Bunds out there.
But supposing that eventually America were to come in,
it would still be too late.”


Berg said: “You might be right at that.” He looked
at the Feldwebel sideways. “And the thing for me to
do is to join the German Army, hey?”


Nielenberg said: “Why not?” He laughed. “I know
all about you, my friend,” he said, “just as we know all
about every foreigner who is in this country. It is our
business to know. Besides, you have told me some
things. You are an experienced fighter. You have killed
men. You are young, intelligent, strong. Now you have
your chance. Become a German; adopt our nationality;
go to one of our training schools. The army will look
after you. Before you know where you are you will be
wearing a shoulder strap—a red and silver shoulder
strap like mine.”


Berg grinned. He said: “Yeah . . . it would be funny
to see me walkin’ around with that make-up on. But
maybe I wouldn’t look so bad in a uniform.”


The Feldwebel said: “You’d look very good.”


Berg said: “O.K. Well, now what about gettin’ out of
here? I often wonder why in heck I came to this goddam
country. Anyhow, I came at the wrong time.”


Nielenberg said: “You mean you wish you’d stayed
in South America?”


Berg said: “Yeah. Maybe I do. I liked it there, you
know. It was good. But I made a little jack an’ I thought
I’d like to get around a bit an’ see the world. Nobody
told me there was gonna be a war. If they had,” he
continued, “I wouldn’t have thought it woulda come
over here to Norway. Maybe I would have been better
off to have stayed back in South America.”


The Feldwebel shook his head. They were walking in
step and the sound of the German’s heavy boots echoed
down the quiet street.


“No, my friend,” he said. “It would have been just
the same. This year Norway, next year South America.
I tell you most of the republics there will go National
Socialist or Fascist within the next year. They have got
to. First of all our influence is great. Secondly, they
will realize who is winning the war. They will realize
that wise people go with Germany.”


Berg said: “Yeah . . . maybe you’re right. What
about this liquor you was tellin’ me about?”


The Feldwebel looked at his wrist-watch. The gesture
of putting up his arm and turning over the wrist
was theatrical and extravagant. Everything that Nielenberg
did was theatrical. Berg had noticed that.


The German said: “We have time, but not too much
time, because to-night I have some work to do—some
very interesting work.”


Berg said: “Yeah? Something really good, hey?”


The Feldwebel said: “An opportunity. It is a thing
which does not normally come my way, but the Oberleutenant
is away at Narvik. I am in charge here.” He
turned to Berg with a smile. He said: “If you like to
come to the Gendarmerie Command Headquarters, of
which I am at the moment in charge, in about an hour’s
time, I will show you something very amusing, I think.”


Berg said: “O.K. Maybe I will, but I think I’ll take
a walk around first.”


Nielenberg said, rather patronizingly: “That will be
all right, because you have the pass I have given you.
You can walk about even at this time of night. You
see, you are a neutral at the moment, my friend.”


Berg said: “Yeah . . . when do you think those
papers are comin’ through? When d’you think I’ll be
able to get outa here?”


The Feldwebel spread his hands. “Any moment,” he
said. “The despatch rider might bring them to-morrow.
Directly I have them you can go down to the port, but
your journey home will be a long one, and”—he looked
at Berg sideways and smiled—“I hope you get there.
You see, our submarines are not being so particular in
this war as they were in the last one. It would be unfortunate
if your ship were torpedoed, my friend. If you
are a wise man you will consider staying here; applying
to join the German Army; to be a German. We shall
allow all good people who wish to, to do that. With me
behind you—and I can recommend you—and your
own experience, you will be much happier.” He looked
at Berg sideways again. He said: “Supposing you got
back to America, my friend. Maybe the police have got
a record against you. Maybe they might want to talk to
you about one or two things that happened a long time
ago. You see, I know what I am talking about.”


Berg said: “Yeah, I can see you know what you’re
talkin’ about, but maybe I’ll chance it. I reckon I’d like
to see the United States again.” He grinned. “Maybe
they’ve forgotten about me by now.”


They stopped outside the Feldwebel’s billet. Nielenberg
said: “Well, we’ll talk about this again. I have only
ten minutes for drinking, but we can drink quite a lot
in ten minutes. Then you have your walk and if you
like to come to my headquarters as I told you in an
hour or so, perhaps after I have done my duty, we
might have time for another drink.”


Berg said: “Yeah . . . maybe . . .”


They went into the house.





When the boy slipped round the edge of the door and
came into the bar-room the girl Ingrid was still sitting
looking into the fire with her fingers interlocked. The
mug of beer on the table in front of her was untouched.
The boy was about fourteen years of age, thin, straight,
wiry. He threw a quick look round the room. His eyes
rested for a moment on the man Sven who came from
Bardu. Sven had his back to the boy.


The boy pointed with a grubby forefinger toward
Sven’s back. His eyes were inquiring. The landlord, who
was moving a barrel behind the counter, looked at the
boy over his shoulder.


He nodded. He said: “It’s all right. We know him.”


The boy moved from the door; went over to the table
where the girl Ingrid sat. He said: “Well, Ingrid?” He
stood, relaxed, looking down at her. His face was sad.


She said: “It is not good, Gunnar.” The tears welled
up into her eyes.


The boy said: “You must be brave, Ingrid. These
things happen. We must do our duty. Perhaps there is
something to be done. Perhaps I could tell—”


She said: “No, there isn’t anything to be done now.
All we can do is to wait.”


The boy asked: “For what . . . what do we wait
for?”


Ingrid said: “Listen . . . they were taken to-night
about two hours ago. They were dropped in the little
wood—the pine-wood. They were taken by accident.
Nobody had talked. Nobody knew they were coming
to-night. Some wandering patrol found them before
they had time to do anything.”


The boy said: “Well . . . where are they?”


She went on: “They put them in a cell at the old
police station. They have been there since. To-night
they are going to question them.”


The boy said: “I see.” He looked at her white, tight-gripped
fingers. He said: “I am very sorry, Ingrid.”


She went on: “You know what they do to people
when they want to question them. They will not do
very much to the man. They prefer to deal with women.
They think it is easier to make them talk.”


The boy said: “You are afraid for Hilde? You are
afraid what they will do.”


She said: “I am afraid of that, Gunnar. And I am
afraid that if Hilde breaks down . . . if she talks . . .
what will happen to the rest of us?”


The boy smiled. He said: “Do not fear, Ingrid. Hilde
will never talk. If things get too bad I know what she
will do.”


Ingrid nodded. She said: “Yes . . . so do I. She will
kill herself—if she can. But sometimes that is not easy.”
She sighed. “You must be thirsty, Gunnar. You’ve come
a long way. Would you like the beer?” She indicated
the mug on the table.


The boy said: “Thank you.” He picked up the mug,
drank a little of the beer. He said: “Here’s to Hilde.
And to Norway!”


He handed her the mug. She smiled at him. She put
the mug to her lips, drank some of the beer.


She said: “Did you come in by the town? Did you
see anything?”


He shook his head. “I came in the town,” he said, “by
the back alleyways. You know, inside the town limits
no one is allowed to be out at night. I saw Nielenberg—the
Police Feldwebel—with the other man. They
were going into his billet. I waited because I had to pass
the house to get into the alleyway on the other side.
After a little while the other man came out. He began
to walk down the road. He was walking slowly, with his
hands in his pockets. I did not know he was a friend
of Nielenberg’s.”


She said: “I don’t think he is. I don’t think he has
any friends. He is waiting for a permit to get out of
Norway. He is an American.”


The boy said: “He can move about at night. They
let him. If we knew something about him . . . one
never knows, he might help.”


She looked up at him. “One dare not chance a thing
like that. One dare not chance a thing like that.”


The boy said: “You ought to know, Ingrid. You have
talked to him. You have been about with him. People
have talked . . .”


She said: “I like him very much, Gunnar. He is a
strange man, but I like him.” She looked into the fire.
She was thinking.


The boy said: “I must go. I will see you again in
the morning if I can get back into the town. If not, I will
wait till night at the usual place. Good-bye, Ingrid.”


He went quietly out of the bar, slipped into the shadows
by the side of the road, moving noiselessly away
into the night.


She sat looking into the fire. She was wondering what
was happening to her sister Hilde. She thought it was a
pitiful thing that had happened; that more pitiful things
would happen. But what was one to do? One could only
try. She remembered the happy years that had gone,
when she and Hilde were little girls playing in the woods
on the edge of the town. A lump came into her throat.


She looked up as the door opened. Berg stood in the
doorway. He did not come in as the Norwegians came
in. He opened the door wide, stood framed against the
darkness outside for a moment; closed the door behind
him. He had the bravura of a man who had a police
pass, entitled to move about. He came over to the table.
He grinned at Ingrid.


He said: “Well babe, how’s it goin’?”


She said: “Not very well, Rene Berg. Not at all well.”


Berg raised one eyebrow. He said: “Nope? It’s funny
to hear that anything goes or don’t go in this dead an’
alive hole.”


She said: “Would you like some beer?”


Berg nodded. He drew up a chair, sat down by the
fire. She walked over to the counter. She asked the
landlord for the beer. Sven and the other two men were
in the far corner, talking in whispers.


The landlord whispered: “What are you going to do,
Ingrid?”


She said softly: “There is just a chance.” She looked
at Berg’s back. “He knows Nielenberg. You never
know . . .”


The landlord said: “Be careful. They say he is a
friend of Nielenberg’s.”


She smiled. “No,” she said. “I know him. He is not
the type. He has contempt for Nielenberg—for all these
Germans.”


The landlord said: “You should know, Ingrid.”


She picked up the beer, returned to the table. She
put the mug down, sat on her chair. Berg turned his
own chair round so that he faced her.


He said: “You’re not drinkin’?”


She said in her soft, slightly guttural English: “No,
I am not drinking. Rene . . . do you think I have been
kind to you?”


He cocked one eyebrow. He said: “Yeah . . . I suppose
you have. You’re a nice girl, Ingrid.”


She asked: “Have you ever asked yourself why I
have been kind to you? Do you think that I sleep with
any man?”


Berg said: “Why not? I sort of never thought about
it like that.”


She said in a flat voice: “I have been good to you because
somebody has got to find out about strangers in
the town.”


Berg said: “Yeah . . . why?”


She gave him a little whimsical smile. She asked:
“Cannot you guess? Do you think we shall always have
these swine here?”


Berg said: “Well, it looks as if you got ’em here
now, don’t it? An’ it looks as if they’re gonna stay.”


She said: “Not always. The British will come back.
I tell you that I believe that. We must believe it.”


Berg said: “Yeah? Well, if you feel like that it’s
better to go on believin’ it.”


She said: “There is something else. Some of us who
love our country believe that we should help the British
to come back.”


Berg drank some more beer. He said: “That’s O.K.
by me. But I don’t reckon you’ve got much chance of
doin’ it, kid.”


She asked suddenly: “What sort of man are you,
Rene? Are you a good man?”


He grinned at her. He said: “No. I reckon by your
standards I’m a lousy type. You know . . . I’ve never
been very good at anything much except maybe one or
two odds things that wouldn’t interest you.”


She said: “No? I have heard things about you in the
town. They say you were a big man in America at one
time; that you used to work for one of the bootleg
organizations; that you were clever.”


Berg said: “I would know about being clever. I usta
work for a guy called Scansci. I reckon he was a pretty
big liquor guy at one time.”


She said: “You must have had all sorts of difficult
things to do in your work.”


“You’re tellin’ me,” said Berg. “But I don’t know
that they were so difficult. It was getting away with it
that was difficult.”


She said: “Rene, I would like to tell you a story. I
am putting my life and the lives of my friends in your
hands. I must do it, because there is no other chance.”


Berg said: “Say . . . what is all this? Everything’s
sort of goddam dramatic around here to-night. I reckon
you could cut the atmosphere with a knife.” He turned
and looked at the other men in the bar. They were
standing looking towards him now, their hands hanging
straight down by their sides. Berg thought they looked
very grim—very unpleasant.


She said: “There is a great deal of strain for us all
to-night. I will tell you why. Early this evening a British
Secret Service agent, whom we know, and a Norwegian
woman, were dropped out beyond the town from
an airplane. They were unfortunate. The man came
down badly. He hit his head; was unconscious. Before
the woman had time to do anything about it they were
discovered by an infantry patrol. They have been
handed over to the Field Gendarmerie.”


Berg said: “So that’s it. Nielenberg was tellin’ me
something was breakin’ around here.” He lit a cigarette.
He went on: “Look, kid, what the hell’s all this to you?
Supposin’ they have knocked off these guys, what’s it to
you?”


She said: “It means a very great deal to me, Rene.
The woman is my sister Hilde.”


Berg whistled through his teeth. “That’s not so
good, is it?” he said.


She said: “It is not very good. It may be terrible.
You know, or probably you do not know, the German
police—especially the Field Gendarmerie—have some
very unpleasant methods of making people talk.”


Berg drew on his cigarette. “I get it,” he said. “You
reckon that Nielenberg an’ the boys are sort of gonna
get to work on this guy an’ your sister?”


She nodded.


He said: “Not so good.” He looked at her quickly.
“An’ you got another idea,” he went on. “You reckon
if they get busy on her an’ she cracks up she’s got to
give some other guys away maybe.”


She nodded again. “That is correct,” she said.


Berg said: “Look, are there a lot of you bozos in this?
What is this . . . sort of underground stuff, hey?”


She said: “Yes, underground stuff. And we are all in
it, Rene. Every Norwegian, except just a little scum, is
in it.”


Berg said: “Well . . . well . . . well. . . . I reckon
I’m sorry about this.” He smiled at her. “You’re
not a bad kid,” he said. “I hope for all your sakes nobody
talks.” He finished the beer, threw his cigarette
stub into the fire. He lit a fresh cigarette.


She picked up the mug, took it to the counter, handed
it to the landlord, who refilled it. She brought it back,
put it beside Berg’s elbow. He threw her a quick sideways
smile.


She put out her hand. He noticed that the fingers
were thin and white. Then he looked into the fire. He
was drawing the smoke down into his lungs, exhaling
it slowly through pursed lips.


After a bit he said: “So you didn’t sorta fall for my
manly beauty or anything like that. You weren’t sort
of stuck on me. You just thought that whatever it cost
you you had to get around to knowin’ who an’ what I
was.”


She said: “That is perhaps half the truth. The other
half is that you are rather a strange and attractive man.
I have liked you, Rene. I should have liked you in any
event, but I do not suppose—if I tell the truth—that I
would have been so good to you unless it was necessary
that I should find out about you. We do not like strangers
here. Too often they come from the Gestapo.”


Berg grinned. He said: “Well, not me. I’m an American
citizen.” For some unknown reason he felt proud of
the fact.


She said: “Yes? That is the only free country at
peace at the moment. It must be nice to be American.”
She picked up the beer mug. She looked at him. She
said: “Here’s to you, Rene.” She drank some of the
beer.


Berg threw his cigarette into the fire. He looked at
his wrist-watch. He said: “Well, maybe I’ll go an’ take
a look at this sister of yours. The Feldwebel asked me
to go along there.”


She said: “You might not like it. It is not amusing for
a man to see a woman beaten.”


Berg said: “No? I’ve seen worse than that. So long,
kid. I’ll be seein’ you.”


He went out. The door banged behind him.


The landlord said: “If he talks . . . it is going to be
very unpleasant. You have taken a very great risk,
Ingrid.”


She said sadly: “Maybe . . . I don’t know. In these
days one guesses at things.”


She went back to the chair by the fire; sat looking
into the embers.





Berg walked briskly down the road towards Skaalund.
He was stopped at the crossroads where the woods
ended by the German Gendarmerie patrol. They examined
his pass; allowed him to proceed.


Berg thought to himself: These guys are goddam
funny—these Norwegians. Are they funny guys? He
turned the thought over and over in his mind.


He felt vaguely uncomfortable. A peculiar mental
irk possessed him. He wondered what it was. It was
rather as if he had drunk a glass of really bad hooch—as
if his stomach was turning over. Actually, because
inside Berg there was some peculiar feeling of pride, he
was infuriated with himself because of Ingrid, although
he did not care to admit the implication.


He said to himself: Are they goddam funny—these
dames! A babe like Ingrid—good-looking—a young kid—so
she lays a guy because she wants to find out about
him, not because she likes him. Berg, who had been in
his own way fond of Ingrid, did not like this thought.


The mental process continued. He said to himself:
But you got to have something sticking around here,
being kicked around by these Heinies—and they’re not
so hot either—they’re very tough—guys like Nielenberg.
A babe like Ingrid is just sticking around ready to
lay a guy so that they can find out about him!


He dismissed the thought from his mind because it
was not pleasant. He began to think about what she had
said to him. So they were all in the underground—this
poor puny hidden thing that was trying to fight the
might of the German Army. He remembered what she
had said. They were all in it except perhaps for a little
scum. Berg began to think about all the people he had
met in Skaalund. He wondered which of them were in
the movement, and which few constituted the little
scum. He shrugged his shoulders. You just didn’t know!


Anyway, these Norwegians had had it. They had lost
and if you lost there was nothing to be done about it.
They were living on day-dreams; believing that the
British would come back. Berg, who knew very little
about the British, thought such a process was not very
possible. He had heard about the British invasion of
Norway—a handful of not very well-trained troops,
inadequately supported by artillery, with no aircraft,
who had put up some sort of show and been kicked out
again by the organized might of the German Army. He
began to think about the British. They were odd too.
They weren’t unlike the Norwegians. They might even
come back. Berg remembered somebody telling him
that the English always lost every battle except the
last. But it seemed to him that the last battle had been
fought.


The Germans were on the up-and-up. His own country—America—was
wise enough to keep out of it. He
had heard the stories about Roosevelt sending over
stores, food and ships. Well, maybe that was a gesture
from one country to another. It didn’t mean a thing.


He turned out of the main street down to the left. At
the bottom on the right side at an angle he could see the
windows of the Gendarmerie headquarters. A despatch
rider was outside, sitting across his motor-cycle, lighting
a cigarette. At the top of the stone steps Berg could
see the figure of the Gendarmerie sentry, his rifle with
the bayonet fixed held lightly in his hand, the two stick
grenades tied on the left side of his belt. He was laughing
and saying something to the despatch rider.


Berg thought: They’re easy, these guys. They’ve got
everything all set. They know what they’re doing.
They’ve got organization. He thought of Scansci in the
old days. He’d had a good organization too. The
thought occurred to Berg suddenly that the Scansci
organization had slipped a little. He shrugged his shoulders.
Maybe one day the organization of these Jerries
would slip. Maybe! But he did not think so.


He approached the entrance. The sentry stiffened.
His rifle came up. Berg heard the safety catch go off.
Simultaneously, from a window which was half-opened,
with a dark blind behind it, there came the sound of a
whimper—a moan. It was a woman’s voice.


Berg thought casually: I reckon that’s Hilde—Ingrid’s
sister. I reckon Nielenberg is getting to work on
her. He stopped and lit a cigarette. Then he took his
pass out of his pocket, went towards the stone steps.
The despatch rider looked at him inquiringly as he
passed the front of his motor-cycle with its subdued
headlight.


Berg held out his pass towards the sentry. He said:
“Herr Feldwebel Nielenberg?”


The sentry looked at him; then he motioned him to
go inside.


Berg walked towards the door at the far end of the
stone passage. He knocked, pushed it open, put his
head round the corner. The room was the office of the
Oberleutenant, which Nielenberg was using in his
superior’s absence. There were three people in the room.
Nielenberg, the collar and top buttons of his tunic undone,
sat on the desk facing the other two.


The man and the woman were seated in high straight-backed
chairs with their arms pulled backwards over
the tops of the chairs and tied to the cross-bar at the
back. Each ankle was tied to a leg of the chair.


Berg looked at the two. Furthest from him was the
man. He looked dazed and there was a bruise on his
head. His head was sunk forward. Berg thought he was
a good type. He had a thin face with a good jaw. His
eyes were half-closed, but Berg could not tell whether
this was through tiredness or whether the man was
shamming semi-consciousness.


In the other chair was the woman Hilde. She was
fair, and her hair, which Berg thought might be beautiful
when it was dressed, hung down to her shoulders.
Her face was oval and very white. A thin stream of
blood was running from one corner of her mouth down
her chin, dripping down to the rough frieze coat she
wore. Across her face was a red weal.


Nielenberg looked at Berg’s head as it protruded
through the opening of the door. He said: “Come in,
my friend. This might be very interesting. And close
the door behind you. You will find some beer in the
cupboard in the corner.”


Berg entered the room. He noticed that Nielenberg
carried in his right hand a thin rubber quirt. Quite obviously,
he had slashed the girl across the face with
this. Berg looked at her again. Her eyes were filled
with tears; she was biting her lips in an endeavour to
keep them back.


Nielenberg said: “All these damned Norwegians are
the same. They all think they are very strong and very
brave. They all think that none of them is going to talk.
Eventually, we find some way of making them talk.
The devil of it is it sometimes takes a long time and I
do not want it to take a long time—not on this occasion.”
He grinned at Berg. He said: “And you might
give me a mug of beer too.”


Berg opened the cupboard; took out two mugs and
the large stone jar of beer. He filled the two mugs,
brought one to Nielenberg.


Nielenberg went over to the man. He stood over him,
the rubber quirt in his right hand, the beer mug in his
left.


He said: “You do not look very well, my English
friend. You do not look very well because you made a
very bad landing. You look to me as if you came down
head first. This may help to revive you.” He threw the
mug of beer into the man’s face, passed the rubber
quirt into his left hand, drew back his right fist and
struck the man between the eyes. The force of the blow
was so great that the chair heeled over sideways and
crashed to the ground.


No sound came from the man. He lay there on his
side, his arms still fastened over the back of the chair,
in a most grotesque position. Nielenberg leaned over,
seized the chair, yanked it upright. He came back to
the desk.


Berg picked up the mug. He said: “I thought you
wanted some beer. You’d better have some more.” He
poured out another mug. He sat down on the side of
the desk opposite Nielenberg. He drank his beer; lit a
cigarette.


Nielenberg said: “These two are going to talk before
the Oberleutenant comes back. I would like very much
to have my report all ready for him when he arrives.”


Berg said: “So the boss is comin’ back, hey? Maybe
he’ll have some news about my papers when he comes.”


Nielenberg said: “Perhaps . . . and perhaps not. In
any event he will have more important things to think
about if I can make these swine talk.”


He finished his beer; passed the mug back to Berg.
Berg refilled both mugs.


He asked: “What’s goin’ on around here? What’s all
this about?”


Nielenberg laughed. He said: “These people think
they have a chance of making some sort of what you
call a comeback. This one”—he motioned to the man—“is
an Englishman. We’ve heard about him. He’s been
dropped a dozen times before. They are dropped by
plane. They organize what they call resistance and
underground movements—stupid little organizations
which never achieve anything. The woman is Norwegian.
Also she thinks she is very tough. We shall see in
a minute.”


Berg said: “When does the boss come back?”


The Feldwebel thought for a moment; then he said:
“If the despatch rider is right he should be here by a
quarter to ten.” He looked at his wrist-watch. “That
gives me twenty-five minutes.” He grinned. “Now let
us analyze the twenty-five minutes. Five minutes to
make this woman talk, three minutes to dictate the report,
ten minutes for it to be typed, and I will meet the
Oberleutenant at the landing strip and present it to
him.”


Berg drank some beer. He said: “Yeah . . . that’s
if she talks.”


Nielenberg walked over to the girl. He stood in front
of her. From where he stood Berg could see that she
had well-cut ankles, slim legs. He thought she was like
her sister Ingrid. He thought it damned funny that a
sweet piece like Ingrid should lay a man just to find out
what he was doing; just to find out where he came from.
Immediately afterwards, he thought was it so goddam
funny? Maybe it wasn’t. Maybe they had to play it
that way.


Nielenberg said to the girl: “Who were you going to
meet? Where were you going to meet them and why?”


She answered in German. She said one word:
“Scum . . . !”


Berg knew what the word meant. It reminded him
again of Ingrid. She had used that word. She had said
that everybody was in the underground movement except
for a little scum. All the people who were not in
the resistance movements were scum, and the Germans
were scum. Berg thought: These Norwegians have their
nerve all right.


Nielenberg slapped the girl across the face with the
back of his hand—hard. The slap made a peculiar staccato
sound. When he stepped back, Berg could see that
her lips were cut and bleeding.


He said casually: “You got a lot to learn, Feldwebel.
In the old days in the States when we wanted to make
some guy talk we never batted him across the face like
that.”


Nielenberg said: “No?” He turned his head towards
Berg. “And what used you to do, my friend?” he asked.


Berg said: “I always found a cigarette lighter held
between the fingers was a good thing to start off with.”


Nielenberg said: “It’s not bad. I’ve tried it. Also a
needle under the finger-nails. Perhaps we shall have to
use such methods in a moment.”


Berg grinned. He said: “You’ll have to hurry up if
you’re goin’ to make her talk before the Oberleutenant
comes back.”


The Feldwebel said to the girl: “How would you like
to have some needles run under your finger-nails? After
you had had two or three nails done you would have to
talk. Why not talk now?”


She said: “I shall never talk whatever you do.
Scum. . . !”


Nielenberg hit her again. Now the top of her rough
jacket was covered with the blood which was streaming
from her mouth and teeth. Berg thought that Nielenberg
was not at all artistic.


He drew on his cigarette. He said: “Look . . . I
could save you a lot of trouble.”


Nielenberg raised his eyebrows. He said: “Yes?
What do you mean?”


Berg said: “You come over here. I want to talk to
you.”


Nielenberg, a puzzled look on his face, came over.


Berg said: “I’ll tell you something funny. When I
went for my walk to-night I overhead something.” He
dropped his voice. “I got talking to some people. Well,
when I got back here and saw these two here I was able
to put two and two together. I know who they were
going to meet, and I know where they were goin’ to
meet ’em.”


Nielenberg said: “My God, you don’t mean that?”


Berg said: “Yeah, I do. It’s just one of those things.
So I thought we might make a little deal.”


Nielenberg asked suspiciously: “What sort of deal?”


Berg said: “Look, I want to get out of here—you
know that. You get me my papers through so I can get
down to Narvik and get away and I’ll give you the
works. But I’m not talkin’ till the Oberleutenant tells
me he’s goin’ to give me my papers. He can do it.”


Nielenberg said: “Yes, I daresay if he wanted to
hurry it up he could get them in a day.”


Berg said: “O.K. How long is it before he arrives?”


Nielenberg looked at his wrist-watch. He said: “He
will be here in about fifteen minutes.”


Berg said: “Look, Feldwebel, why don’t you chuck
these two in the can. Lock ’em up, see? All right. You
an’ I go down to the air-strip. We meet the Oberleutenant.
Have you got a car?”


Nielenberg said: “Yes, I shall take a car with me.”


“O.K.,” said Berg. “When we have met him we drop
him back here; then you and I go down an’ get the other
guys. I’ll show you where they are. We bring ’em back
an’ we hand ’em over. Then your boss has got the lot
of ’em and to-morrow he gets my papers for exit. Is that
O.K.?”


Nielenberg said: “I have no doubt it will be all right.
The Oberleutenant will be pleased at a neutral assisting
the Germans. Perhaps he’ll think it’s good propaganda.”
He looked at his watch again. “We must be going,”
he said. “We will lock up these two here. They are
quite safe . . . like trussed chickens. We will meet the
Oberleutenant. In any event he should be pleased with
what has been done in his absence. Come, my friend.”


He led the way out of the room. Berg waited only
long enough to finish his mug of beer; then he went
after the Feldwebel. As he passed the woman he looked
at her. She raised her eyes to his and he could see the
hatred shining in them.


The long straight road that led to the air-strip was
bounded on each side by tall fir-trees. The trees were
thick and the moon shining on the white surface of the
road gave it the appearance of a river between two high
banks.


Berg, sitting in the passenger seat of the open
gendarmerie car beside the Feldwebel, who was driving,
thought about the girl Ingrid.


For some reason which he could not quite explain, her
image persisted. Actually it was because his pride was
hurt. Berg thought he had made a conquest in Skaalund;
that Ingrid had fallen for him; that she was really
fond of him. Now he knew that this was not so. She
had not been thinking of him; she had been thinking of
her sister Hilde, of the man who was with her—the
Englishman; of the resistance movement; of anything
but Berg. He did not like the thought.


In five minutes’ time they were at the entrance to
the airfield. The sentry recognized the car; stood on one
side. They drove through the wooden gates. Nielenberg
stopped the car twenty yards down the landing strip.
High above them came the sound of an airplane.


The Feldwebel looked at his watch. He said: “Good
timing! This is the Oberleutenant. He will be pleased.”
Then as an afterthought he said: “Why did you not tell
me immediately you came to gendarmerie headquarters
of what you knew? Why did you allow me to try to get
it out of that girl?”


Berg grinned at him sideways. He said: “I was sort
of keen to see what your technique was goin’ to be. I
heard you guys are pretty tough, but it didn’t look tough
to me. I don’t reckon you’d ever have made that girl
talk. Or the guy either. I know those types. They keep
their traps shut no matter what happens.”


Nielenberg shrugged his shoulders. “Perhaps you are
right,” he said. “In any event we shall make somebody
talk somehow.”


The plane—of a small passenger-carrying type—came
down. The pilot made a perfect landing. After a
moment three people got out of the plane. The pilot
walked towards the control tower, followed by another
man. The other man—an officer—walked straight towards
the gendarmerie car.


Nielenberg said: “This is the Oberleutenant.”


He moved away from Berg; advanced to meet his
superior officer. The click of his heels could be heard
distinctly as he saluted. He began to talk. Slowly they
walked back towards Berg. When they arrived, the
officer—a young man of about twenty-seven with blond
hair and moustaches—nodded to Berg.


Nielenberg said: “The Oberleutenant is very pleased.
He knew that there was some sort of resistance movement
going on in these parts. Now he says we shall be
able to kill it. I have told him all about you. I have also
told him that you and I have been friendly; that I know
your background; that you are well disposed towards
Germany. I have told him that you wish to leave as
quickly as possible, and he says that in consideration of
your services he will arrange for your exit permit to
come through quickly. But he also says—and if you
take my advice you will accept his offer—that if you
care to stay here, do your training and take the oath of
allegiance to the Fuehrer, there is no reason why you
should not adopt German nationality. There would be
a place for you in the Gendarmerie.” Nielenberg looked
at Berg and grinned cynically. “I told him that you had
been a killer in your time,” he said.


Berg said: “That’s as may be and I’d like you to
thank the officer. But I’m still keen on gettin’ out. So I’ll
have the exit permit if it’s all the same to him. Now,
what’s the big idea? How’re we gonna play this?”


The Feldwebel began to speak to the Oberleutenant.
They talked for a long time softly. Then Nielenberg
said: “The Oberleutenant says we will take two police
trucks down to this place wherever it is, and arrest
everybody; then we can sort them out afterwards.”


Berg said: “Just a minute. Do you think that’s a good
idea? I reckon they got some sort of scouts out posted
about that place. I saw one or two guys hangin’ about
along the road by the forest. I’d like to make a suggestion.
I got an idea.”


The Feldwebel translated. After the officer had finished
speaking, he said to Berg: “The Oberleutenant
says he would like to hear your ideas. He thinks you
are intelligent.”


Berg said: “Thanks a lot. Look, the obvious thing to
do is to go down an’ get the girl who told me about this
business; not let her know what’s goin’ on.”


Nielenberg said: “So there’s a girl? You haven’t been
wasting your time in Skaalund, my friend.”


Berg said: “No, I never do. Anyway, she trusts me.
If I go down there an’ ask her to come for a walk she’ll
come. I’ll bring her along the road. Then we stick her
in the car an’ we tell her all about it; then nobody has
a chance to get warned. We get from her the names of
the people in the resistance movement or whatever they
call it. If you want to send a couple police trucks down
and knock them off in that beer-house you can do it. But
the thing is to get hold of the girl first.”


Nielenberg translated. After a moment he said to
Berg: “The Oberleutenant agrees. He thinks it’s a good
idea. We will take him back to headquarters; then we
will go and get this girl. After we have got her back for
questioning we can either arrest them singly if we get
the names from her; if not, we can arrest everybody at
the inn. Let us go.”


The car moved swiftly towards the Gendarmerie
headquarters.


Nielenberg said quietly: “This is all very good.
Things are working out well, my friend Berg. The only
thing is that I am sorry you are leaving us. We could
have used a man like you.”


Berg said: “Yeah.” But he had not heard what the
Feldwebel had said. He was looking straight ahead at
the shiny surface of the road which stretched before
him.


Something had suddenly occurred to Berg. He had
realized suddenly that everything he had done and
planned during the last hour had been the result of a
sudden feeling which he could not quite analyze, but
which he thought was one of hatred for the girl Ingrid.
Ingrid had made a fool of him. Under the pretence of
being attracted to him she had used him. She had used
him to find out anything she could, to be in a position
to know what was happening; what the German police
were doing. That was all. A surge of the old anger which
had come to him on the night when Shakkey had told
him how Clovis and Lauren had fooled him, came to
Berg. He was all right with men. He could handle men;
kill them if necessary. But he wasn’t so good with
women. They laid for him; they made a sucker out of
him.


Berg’s mind was obsessed by the thought. Yet at
the same time, beneath it all, there was another, almost
a strong, feeling of compassion or sorrow for the girl
Ingrid and the fools who thought they could match
themselves against the German military organization.


The car stopped outside the headquarters. Nielenberg
sprang out; opened the door for the Oberleutenant.
They spoke for a moment and the officer entered the
headquarters.


Nielenberg got back into the car. He was about to
drive off when Berg said: “Listen, buddy, I’ll move my
seat. I’ll get down in the back of the car. If one of those
guys was to spot us driving through the town together—and
they might have somebody keepin’ an eye open—it
wouldn’t be so good.”


Nielenberg smiled. He said: “You think of everything,
my friend Berg.”


Berg got out of the car; re-entered by the back door.
He sat down on the floor. The car started. Nielenberg
began to talk quietly but distinctly so that Berg could
hear.


He said: “Exactly what is the plan?”


“Here’s the way we play it,” Berg answered. “There
is a little bit of woodland about a quarter of a mile before
you get to that beer-house. It’s a dark deserted
place and the police patrol turn off about half a mile
away. They never get down there, see? O.K. You stop
the car in the forest just off the road. I get out. I go
back there. I talk to this baby that I was talkin’ to
earlier to-night. I say I’ve met up with a guy in the
town—one of their boys—somebody who might be of
use to them. I tell her I’ve got him waiting down on the
edge of the wood. So she comes, see?”


Nielenberg said: “Yes, of course she comes. Excellent,
my friend.”


“All right,” said Berg. “So we get her. She’s the important
one. Well, they won’t expect her back for a bit,
will they? So we take her back to headquarters. We get
busy on her. It don’t matter if she doesn’t talk because
in the meantime you send some of your cops down to
the kroj an’ take the rest of ’em. Then we get the lot.
Then we can tell them one at a time that she’s talked;
that she’s blown the works. Once they get the idea in
their head that the game’s up they’ll all start talkin’.”


The Feldwebel said: “I think you are right, my
friend. In any event, it is worth trying.”


There was silence. Ten minutes passed; then Nielenberg
drove the car off the road onto a little pathway that
led into the thick fir forest. He stopped the car twenty-five
yards in, put in the clutch; sat relaxed, his shoulders
easy, in the driving seat.


Berg got up and sat on the seat. He said: “I’m surprised
at you, Nielenberg.”


The Feldwebel turned his head. “Surprised? Why?”
he asked.


Berg said: “Have you seen the back of your helmet?
That’s the first time I’ve even seen you with mud on the
back of your helmet. Here . . . give it to me.”


Berg put his hand on the back of the German’s steel
helmet and tipped it off his head. He said: “Look at
this . . .”


As the Feldwebel turned, Berg brought the heavy
steel helmet crashing down on the top of his head. Nielenberg
slumped forward over the wheel.


Berg got out of the car. He threw the helmet into the
back of the car; then he pushed the unconscious Feldwebel
back into the driving seat. Berg put his right
hand round the man’s throat. He began to squeeze.
He kept it there for three four minutes. Then he undid
the top buttons of the policeman’s tunic, slipped his
hand inside. Nielenberg was dead.


Berg grunted. He undid the remaining buttons of
the tunic, pulled it off the recumbent figure, threw it
into the back of the car with the helmet. He took Nielenberg’s
pistol and two ammunition clips from his
holster; put them in his pocket. He opened the door,
pulled Nielenberg’s body across his shoulders, took it
another fifteen or twenty yards into the wood. He threw
it in the middle of a thick coppice.


He said: “Well, fella . . . now you’ve had yours.
Now you’ll be happy all right . . .”


He went back to the car. Looking at it, he thought it
was unlikely that it would be observed by anybody. He
turned off the parking lights: lit a cigarette. He went
along the pathway, back onto the road; began to walk
towards the beer-house.


He was there in ten minutes. Outside the door he felt
a peculiar sense of excitement. He was wondering
whether she would be there; whether she had already
left. He found himself hoping that she would still be
sitting by the fire. He opened the door, went in.


The girl was still sitting in the wooden chair, looking
at the fire. Her hands were clasped together. At the
other end of the room the landlord was deep in conversation
with the three men who had been there before
and another two who had arrived since. They all looked
up as Berg came in.


He crossed the room, sat down in the chair opposite
the girl. He said: “Hallo, babe!”


She looked up. She said: “Well, Rene? What is your
news?”


Berg said: “Things have been movin’ a little, sister.
When I went back, Nielenberg had got this guy and
Hilde, your sister, up at the Gendarmerie headquarters.
I reckon he’d been puttin’ them through it—but not
too bad. Maybe he’d have gone on, but a message arrived
from the air-strip that the Oberleutenant was
coming back.”


She said: “Yes? Had they hurt Hilde much?”


“Nothin’ to speak of,” said Berg. “Just a bit of pushin’
around. Anyway, I got an idea.”


She raised her eyebrows. Looking at her white face
and her big eyes, Berg realized that in the right atmosphere,
and properly fed, Ingrid would be very beautiful.


She said: “So you have an idea? What is the idea?”
She looked at him doubtfully.


From the other end of the room Berg could feel six
pairs of eyes boring into his back.


He said: “Well, I told Nielenberg that it might be a
good thing to lay off them an’ come along an’ make a
pinch down here.” He went on: “I had to play it that
way. I had to make them certain they could trust me,
see?”


She said: “I see.”


“O.K.,” Berg went on. “He fell for it. So we went an’
met the Oberleutenant. He’s back at headquarters. Nielenberg
an’ I came down here. He’s back in the forest
with a car. The idea was that I got you out of here. We
took you back an’ we made you talk. While this was
bein’ done they were knockin’ off the rest of the guys
here.”


She said: “Yes . . . and then?”


Berg grinned at her. He said: “Well, then I croaked
Nielenberg. I killed him. His body’s away back there in
the wood. I got an idea there’s a slim chance of gettin’
outa here for all of us. We might as well try it.”


She said: “How do I know that I can believe you?
How do I know that what you say is true?”


A wave of anger swept through Berg. He said: “Ain’t
you the little pip? You make a pass at me. You lay for
me because you want to find out what I’m doin’—if I
come from the Gestapo. When they knock your sister
off, you get fed up an’ you ask me to help you. When
I take a chance—because you can imagine what these
Heinies’ll do to me if they get wise to what I’m doin’—you
ask me if you can trust me. I reckon you make
me sick.”


She said: “I may make you sick, but people’s lives
are in my hands. I want to know that I can trust you.”


“O.K.,” said Berg. “But we haven’t got a lot of
time to lose. You’d better come along an’ look at the
stiff.”


She asked: “How did you kill him?”


Berg said: “I crowned him with his own steel helmet.
When he went out I strangled him.”


She said: “I would like to see him.”


Berg said: “O.K. This way, sweetie.”


They got up. They were moving towards the door
when Berg stopped suddenly. He looked at her and
grinned.


He said: “I might still be havin’ you on. This might
be just a fairy story to get you outside. Have you
thought of that one?”


She said: “Yes, Rene, I thought of it. Sometimes one
has to take a chance.”


They went through the doorway. Berg led the way
silently up the road, keeping in the heavy shadows
thrown by the fir trees. He took her down the little path,
past the car, to the coppice. He showed her the Feldwebel’s
body lying there, the head resting at an odd
angle on one arm. She looked at it.


After a minute she turned to Berg. She put her hand
on his arm. She said: “Thank you very much. I think
you are a very brave man. I am not sorry that I have
given you what I have given you.”


Berg grinned at her. He said: “Thanks a lot. But the
thing is how we get out of here. I got an idea. Maybe it
would work.”


She said: “Yes? What is it?”


Berg said: “You listen to this one. I put you in the
back of the car down on the floor, an’ I drive the car
back to Gendarmerie headquarters. The sentry knows
me. I’ve got a pass. He won’t think it funny my drivin’
the car because he’s seen me with Nielenberg the whole
evening. He knows we went out on some sort of job.
Now you tell me something . . . this English guy who’s
with Hilde—does he speak German?”


She said: “But of course. He is called Ransome—a
naval officer. He’s one of their most clever Secret Service
Agents. He speaks several languages.”


“That’s O.K.,” said Berg. “All right. When we get
to Gendarmerie headquarters I go in. I got to take a
chance on what the situation is there, but I reckon the
Oberleutenant hasn’t moved anything much. I reckon
Hilde an’ this guy Ransome are still tied up to chairs
like they were when I left there. I reckon the Oberleutenant
has been talkin’ to them; tellin’ them how
goddam clever he is. You got that?”


She said: “Yes, go on . . .”


“That’s how I think it might be,” said Berg. “O.K.
When I open his office door an’ walk in, he’s not gonna
be surprised to see me, is he? You bet he’s not. He
knows I went down with Nielenberg. He knows Nielenberg
might be turnin’ out some coppers to round up
these guys. So I take a chance. I walk straight up to
him an’ I crown him. I’ve got Nielenberg’s gun. He
goes out.”


She nodded. She said. “It might happen. And then?”


“Then,” said Berg. “We got to get movin’. Ransome
will have to take a hand. Anyway, it’s gonna be a lot
of fun.” He smiled at her in the darkness. “When I was
in that office before,” he said, “I opened a cupboard to
get some beer out. The Oberleutenant keeps his beer
on the top shelf in an arms’ cupboard. There were three
machine-pistols underneath with two extra ammunition
clips for each one. Even if they get us,” said Berg, “we
can make ourselves damned unpleasant first.”


She said softly in the darkness: “You sound almost
as if you like this.”


Berg said: “Well, I been kickin’ around here not doin’
very much. I like a little excitement.” He went on:
“Maybe I won’t take you right up to Gendarmerie
headquarters. Maybe I’ll leave you in a dark side street
somewhere near. The patrols won’t be goin’ out again
for another hour or an hour an’ a half. Everything’s
quiet now. The guard room is about a hundred yards
from the headquarters. There’s only one sentry on—he’s
not changed till three o’clock in the mornin’. If we
can fix him we’ve got the car. If we can get on that
air-strip an’ the plane’s still there that the Oberleutenant
came in. . . . Maybe they’ve refuelled it. He got
right out of it an’ didn’t give any orders, so maybe
they’re keepin’ it there for him in case he wants to go
some place. Maybe your pal Ransome can fly a plane?”


She nodded. “He can do that too,” she said.


“O.K.,” said Berg. “You listen to me. You keep your
eye on the door of the headquarters. After I’ve dropped
you, I’ll drive around an’ come back on the main road
from a different direction. But you watch the sentry;
watch him if he goes inside an’ don’t come back again.
If that happens an’ if you see me come out an’ get inta
the car you scram across an’ get in too. You got that?”


She said: “Yes, I understand.”


“If anything goes wrong,” said Berg, “well, you’ll
know. You’ll hear the shootin’. In that case you just
scram. Nobody knows about you. Nielenberg was the
only one who knew an’ he can’t talk. Well, let’s get
goin’.”


He started to move back to the car.


She said: “A moment please, Rene. I want to talk to
you.”


Berg said: “Yeah?” He turned back to her.


A gleam of moonlight came through the trees. He
could see her face, thin and white, turned up to him.


She said: “I would like you to kiss me, Rene. I would
like to tell you that I’m very glad that I love you.”


Berg said: “Aw . . . what the hell!”


He turned away; began to walk towards the car.





Fifteen minutes later Berg brought the car to a standstill
outside Gendarmerie Headquarters. The sentry
stood nonchalantly at the top of the steps. He yawned
as Berg got out of the car. Berg grinned at him; walked
slowly up the steps through the doorway, along the
passage. His heart was beating a little quickly. He wondered
what the situation would be inside the room. His
right hand was in his coat pocket. He clasped Nielenberg’s
heavy Mauser pistol by the barrel.


Berg opened the door; stepped into the room. Almost
he could hear himself breathing a sigh of relief. Ransome
and Hilde were still seated, bound to the chairs,
where he had left them. The girl’s face was tired and
drawn. Ransome was leaning his head on one side on
his shoulder. As Berg stepped into the room he saw his
eyes brighten. Ransome was conscious.


Berg, standing in the doorway, paused for a moment
and looked over his shoulder smilingly. He gave the
impression that behind him down the passageway was
Nielenberg. The Oberleutenant, seated at his desk writing,
looked up and saw the movement. He nodded to
Berg.


Berg stepped quickly into the room. He covered the
four paces between himself and the officer in split seconds.
Then the butt of the Mauser automatic crashed
down on the Oberleutenant’s skull. He slumped forward
across the desk.


Berg darted to the door; shut it. He put the pistol
back in his pocket; took a knife from his trouser
pocket; began to cut the cords which bound Ransome.


He said: “Don’t talk. Listen, there’s no time to lose.
What you got to do is this. Have you heard that guy
talk?” He pointed to the recumbent figure of the officer
slumped across the desk.


Ransome said: “Yes.”


“All right,” said Berg. “You go to the doorway. Open
the door a little bit an’ call the sentry in German. Give
as near an imitation as you can of the officer’s voice. I’ll
be waitin’ for him.”


Ransome said: “Right.” He got out of the chair,
stretched himself. He moved stiffly to the door. He
opened it a little and, standing so that he could not be
seen, called some words in German.


Berg watched. His heart jumped as he heard the
heavy clatter of the sentry’s boots walking down the
corridor. Berg pushed the door open, turned and gave
a half salute towards the slumped figure at the desk.
Then he walked out of the room. The sentry stood on
one side to allow him to pass. Berg walked two more
steps; then, as the sentry reached the threshold of the
room, turned, sprang forward, tipped the man’s helmet
off the nape of his neck with his left hand and smashed
the butt of the automatic into the base of the sentry’s
skull.


The man pitched forward into the room. Berg shut
the door. Ransome, with Berg’s knife in his hand, had
already cut Hilde’s bonds.


Berg said: “All right. Listen: This is how we play
it. The Gendarmerie car is outside. Ingrid is just across
the road, on the corner. Get outside—both of you—into
the car. But have this before you go.” He went to the
cupboard behind the desk. He opened it. At the bottom
of the cupboard in the rack provided for them were
half a dozen machine-pistols with extra ammunition
clips by their side. Berg gave one to Ransome; two
more, with three extra clips, he put under his coat. He
said: “Now get out, you two. The street outside’s
empty. Get in the back of the car an’ duck.”


They went out quickly. Berg stood in the middle of
the office looking at the sentry, who lay on his face, and
then at the recumbent figure of the Oberleutenant. He
thought to himself: For Crissake . . . ! It looks as if
it’s comin’ off . . . !


Outside, the streets would be deserted. No one was
allowed out after eight o’clock and the rule was so well-kept
that the German patrols went round now only two-hourly.
Berg wondered about the two unconscious men;
then he shrugged his shoulders. By the time they were
sufficiently interested to do anything about it, the job
would have either come off or not. He took the key
from the door, passed through, locked it on the outside,
walked quickly down the passageway, down the front
steps, into the car. Ransome and the girl were in the
back.


Berg started the engine. He swung the car round,
drove over to the corner of the dark street diagonally
opposite to the headquarters. He stopped in the shadow.


He said: “Come on, Ingrid.”


He waited. Then he got out of the car. He looked into
the doorway where he had left her. She had gone.


Berg went back to the car. He said: “This is not so
good: Ingrid’s gone. I reckoned we oughta try an’ take
her with us. There’s a plane down on the airfield—the
Oberleutenant’s plane.”


Ransome said: “She wouldn’t go back with us. She’s
got a job to do here. Is there anybody could give her
away?”


Berg said: “Nope. The only guy who could do anything
about it was Nielenberg. I’ve croaked him. Nobody
knows about her.”


Ransome said: “That’s why she’s gone. She’s a good
girl.”


Berg said: “O.K. If that’s how she wants it, that’s
how it is.” He felt angry with the girl.


He got into the car, began to drive towards the long
road towards the air-strip. He said over his shoulder:
“Hey, you Ransome . . . in the bottom of the car
there’s a German Gendarmerie tunic and helmet. Put
’em on. Get over inta the front seat an’ sit by me. The
sentry at the air-strip will think you’re Nielenberg. He’s
seen me with him before.


“Now, look . . . the Oberleutenant arrived here
about an hour ago. He came right out of the plane, an’
they left it there. If he didn’t leave any orders about
it, maybe they’ll have refuelled it. If it’s still there,
you an’ the girl get outa the car an’ get it. Try an’ get
her goin’.”


Ransome said: “Yes, that sounds all right. And what
about you?” His voice was natural, cool.


Berg said: “Look, I’m hangin’ about with these little
machine-guns. I like machine-guns. I go for ’em in a big
way, an’ I’m used to shootin’. I reckon if anybody comes
outa the control tower I can keep things goin’ nice an’
easy until you’ve got that plane started. When she starts
to rev up I’ll make a run for it an’ get in. How’s that?”


Ransome said: “That’s all right.” He had already
struggled into Nielenberg’s tunic. It was too big for
him, but the buttons could be seen, and the shape of
the helmet was obvious. He stepped over the back seat
of the open car, sat down by Berg’s side. Away in the
distance they could see the gate to the air-strip.


Ransome said: “You’re a pretty cool sort of customer.
Who are you?”


Berg said: “The name’s Berg—Rene Berg. I’m an
American. I’ve been kickin’ around here tryin’ to get
out of this place. I had trouble about gettin’ my exit
permit. Well, one thing led to another an’ I thought
maybe I’d get out this way.”


Ransome grinned. He said: “And you’ve done this
job to-night just to get out this way?” He looked at Berg
quizzically.


Berg said: “Aw . . . well, maybe . . . what the
hell!”


The gate was fifty yards ahead. The sentry—one of
the ground staff of the Luftwaffe unit—stood easily by
the side of the gate. He looked at the car. He saw the
helmet and tunic on Ransome. As Berg slowed down he
grinned. He recognized Berg’s face. Berg waved his
hand. The car moved through the gates. Over his shoulder
Berg could see the sentry leaning up against the
gatepost. So that was that.


He swung the car diagonally to the right. The airplane
was where it had landed. Berg accelerated. He
drove the car almost to the tail of the plane, stopped it.
He jumped over the side.


He said: “Now . . . for Crissake . . . get crackin’
. . . !”


He knelt on the running board behind the car. He
could just see over the top of the tonneau. One machine-pistol
he laid at his right hand. The other, loaded, with
the reserve magazine close at hand, was in his hands
ready for action.


Berg felt good. It was like the old days when you
went out with a machine-gun and blasted places. He
felt a surge of the old excitement. A minute passed;
then with a roar the propeller of the plane began to
revolve.


Berg grinned. So that was that! He knelt there, looking
over his shoulder as the plane revved up. Then, from
somewhere across the strip from behind the control
tower, came the sound of a shot and a whistle blast.
Berg thought: Some mug’s discovered those guys at the
Gendarmerie headquarters. He’s phoned through here.
This is where the fun starts.


Berg saw the light as the door of the control tower
opened. A figure came out. He stood up. He squeezed
the trigger of the machine-pistol and began to spray
the control tower. It was with a feeling of pleasure that
he heard the glass of the windows smashing; then the
lights went out. Presently from round the side of the
tower came two or three figures running. The guard had
turned out. Berg began to spray the left side of the
control tower. He fired in short staccato jerks, saving
his ammunition. He thought: I’ll keep the second gun
till they get here. I’d better keep that.


He looked over his shoulder. The girl Hilde was leaning
out of the cabin of the plane waving to him. Berg
threw down the empty pistol, picked up the second one
and ran for the plane. As he stood on the wings she
put her hand out under his collar. She pulled him
through the now open doorway.


Ransome said: “Nice work, Berg.” The plane began
to move. From somewhere on the air-strip came the
sound of a machine-gun.


Hilde said: “I hope we get off.”


Ransome said: “I think we’re going to make it.”


Berg looked down. The plane had already left the
ground. From below came the sound of shots and
whistles. Somewhere a gun was firing. The staccato
rattle of a machine-gun came to his ears from time to
time.


He sat back in the seat. He looked at the girl Hilde.
He grinned. He said: “Well, what d’you know about
that? So it came off!”


She said: “Are you all right?”


Berg said: “Yeah. I think so. I got a slug in one arm—just
one of those accidental things—but it don’t matter
a damn. What happens now?”


Ransome looked over his shoulder. He said: “That
depends. I hope we’ve got enough juice to get across. If
we get across we’ve got to find a place to come down.
That is, unless we’re shot down by one of our own
planes or our own anti-aircraft guns. We’re not out of
the wood yet.”


Berg said: “Maybe not. But we’re out of the worst
part of the wood. I wonder what those guys woulda done
to us if they’d caught up with us.”


Ransome said: “Yes, I don’t think it would have been
so good.”


Berg was smiling. He brought out his cigarette case.
He gave one to the girl; lit one for himself. Ransome
refused to smoke. Berg sat there listening to the hum
of the engine. He felt unhappy.


He felt unhappy because the girl Ingrid was not there.


There was a long silence. Berg lay back, resting his
injured arm against the side of the seat. He smoked
silently.


Hilde said something in Norwegian to Ransome. He
answered. They smiled at each other.


Berg asked: “What was that you said? Let me in on
the joke.”


She said: “It isn’t a joke. You know, we have many
fairy stories in Norway. There is one about the man
called The Dark Hero. When things get very bad and
very difficult, the fairy tale says that The Dark Hero
comes and puts everything right. I have just said that
I thought you were The Dark Hero.”


Berg grinned at her. He said: “Aw . . . what the
hell!”


He began to think about Ingrid.



Chapter Four



SHAKKEY
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                  BERG came out of the
bathroom, went into the bedroom, began to dress. He
was whistling. Outside it was cold. He moved to the
window, pulled aside the blackout curtain, looked out.
It was very dark.


When he had finished dressing, he took a bottle of
whisky from a cupboard in the corner, poured out a
good measure into the tooth-glass, mixed some water,
drank it. He looked at himself in the glass. He thought
to himself: You’re not a bad-looking guy. You got a
funny sorta mug, but you’re not too bad. He felt vaguely
happy.


Actually, although he did not know it, Berg was subconsciously
pleased with having created for himself a
background. His work with Ransome for nearly four
years had produced in him a certain sense of discipline.
He had made himself invaluable to Ransome. He was
trusted. He liked that. Although Berg preferred to think
of himself as a cynic, especially where women were
concerned, he was beginning to find that self-esteem
paid dividends. Life had begun to interest him.


He finished the whisky, went down the stairs. Out in
Knightsbridge, the wind met him. He liked the feel of it
on his face. He began to walk towards Piccadilly. He
turned up Bond Street, turned right, began to walk
down Sackville Street. Along the roadway he could see
the dimly lit sign of the Club. He went in.


Berg liked looking at the girl with the hennaed hair
behind the bar. He thought she was a scream. She had
mascaraed eyes, a fully-blown figure and alarmingly
high heels. Sometimes he wondered how she managed
to keep her balance. He ordered a drink. When it was
served, he picked it up, took it to a table in the corner.


He sat down, lit a cigarette. The door opened and a
man came in. He was in the uniform of a Chief Machinist’s
Mate in the U. S. Navy. He went to the bar,
sat on a high stool, ordered a drink. He turned his face
towards Berg.


It was Shakkey. They recognized each other at the
same instant. Shakkey slid off the stool. He came over
to the corner.


He said: “Jeez . . . Rene . . . ! For cryin’ out
loud . . . what d’you know about this one! Is life
strange or is it strange? An’ you look pretty good to
me.”


Berg said: “You don’t look so bad yourself, Shakkey.
A sailor, hey?”


Shakkey said: “Yeah . . . you know, in the old days
when we was in that liquor business with Scansci, when
things got a bit hot, I usta sit back in my little office
an’ think how peaceful it would be at sea. So when this
man’s war started I got me a job in the Navy.” He
grinned. “An’ it ain’t been so peaceful!”


Berg said: “Go get your drink, Shakkey.”


Shakkey went to the bar, came back with his drink.
He sat down on the other side of the table.


Berg said: “I oughta say thank you to you. I reckon
it was pretty decent of you to get me outa Chicago in
the old days. I reckon if I’d stuck around there they’d
have fried me, hey?”


Shakkey said: “Yeah, they’d have fried you all right,
but you wasn’t there an’ I reckon the cops was pretty
pleased with Scansci an’ Calsimo bein’ shot up. I reckon
it suited ’em so they just let it ride.”


Berg asked: “What happened to Travis an’ Lauren?”


Shakkey shrugged his shoulders. “They got out some
place after a bit,” he said. “The Feds came in an’
started cleanin’ up Chicago in a big way. An’ how!
Things got pretty hot around there. I don’t know what
Travis an’ Lauren were doin’ or where they got to.”
He drank some of the whisky. He went on: “What happened
to you, Rene?”


Berg said: “Well, I went down to South America. It
wasn’t so bad around there. The liquor was good. I
made a little jack too. Then I got out an’ started wanderin’
around. I was over in Norway when the war
started over there. I was there some time.”


Shakkey asked: “What you doin’ now, Rene?”


“Aw . . . just kickin’ around,” said Berg.


Shakkey said: “Like hell . . . ! You know, the
world’s a goddam funny place. You go for years an’
years an’ you never see guys. An’ then all of a sudden
you see ’em all in a bunch.”


Berg said: “Yeah . . . who else have you seen?”


Shakkey said: “That’s what I was comin’ to. I reckon
I saw you the other day. I was on top of a bus goin’
down Piccadilly. I saw a guy an’ I thought to myself:
For cryin’ out loud . . . that’s Rene Berg. I looked
again an’ he was gone. Maybe it was you.”


Berg said: “Yeah, it could have been me.”


Shakkey picked up the two empty glasses. He took
them back to the bar. He brought them back refilled.


“That afternoon,” he said, “I was walkin’ down on
Sloane Street an’ who d’you think I ran into, looking
like all the flowers in May an’ in some sorta uniform?
Who else but Clovis.”


Berg said: “No? You’re not telling me that she’s over
here?”


Shakkey said: “I’m tellin’ you that thing. What a
dame!” He rolled his eyes in ecstasy. “Boy, if that
dame was good in the old days, you oughta see her now.
What a figure!” He shrugged his shoulders. “Me—I
never had a chance with Clovis,” he said. “But how I
would like to make that dame. Brother, how I would
like to make that dame! She’s got everything. . . .”


Berg said: “Yeah, you’re tellin’ me! What had she
gotta say?”


Shakkey said: “We was talkin’ about the old days,
an’ your name came up. I told her that I reckoned I’d
seen you that mornin’ in Piccadilly, or somebody who
looked goddam like you. Well, she said a helluva lot of
nice things about you. She said she’d always been sorta
stuck on you; that you was a good guy.”


Berg said: “Yeah . . . like hell she was stuck on
me! An’ Lauren was stuck on me. So they sell me out
in the old days in Chicago. If she does that to a guy
she’s stuck on, I’d like to see what she’d do to a fella
she don’t like.”


Shakkey said: “Well, there it is. Dames are funny
things. An’ anyhow she’s too goddam beautiful to criticize.
I think she’s tops. It looks as if she’s doin’ a good
job too.”


Berg said: “Yeah, what’s she doin?”


Shakkey said: “I wouldn’t know. There’s so many
goddam uniforms kickin’ around here I don’t even
know what they are. But she got an idea about you.”


Berg said: “An idea about me . . . what idea?”


Shakkey said airily: “She heard somethin’ about
you; that you was workin’ with a Norwegian resistance
movement or somethin’ like that, doin’ some undercover
job. Somebody had said somethin’ like that to her
some place. She asked me if I knew about you. I thought
she seemed keen to meet up with you again.”


Berg said: “She’s got me all wrong. An’ what do I
wanta see Clovis for?”


Shakkey said: “Well, the years go on, an’ people
change. Maybe she ain’t like she usta be. Let’s have
another drink.”


Berg said: “Yeah, why not?” He began to think
about Clovis—about the old days. He went to the bar;
ordered more drinks. When he came back, Shakkey
said: “D’you know what I think, Rene? D’you know
what I think? You an’ me are two very lucky guys. I
reckon we both oughta been stuck in Alcatraz in the
old days. I reckon they woulda stuck us there too if
they’d been able to find us when they wanted to. An’
now here are you a big shot in somethin’ or other an’
lookin’ good, an’ me a Chief Machinist’s Mate in a
destroyer in the U. S. Navy. Is life funny or is it? I
reckon we oughta make a night of it.”


Berg said: “Yeah . . . why not?”


Meeting Shakkey had brought a strange nostalgic
feeling to him. Memories of the better parts of the old
days crowded into his mind. He said: “O.K. But I got
a date to keep first, Shakkey.” He looked at his wrist-watch.
“Look,” he went on, “it’s eight o’clock. I’ll meet
you here at half-past nine. We’ll have some drinks an’
talk about the old days.”


“Okey-doke,” said Shakkey. “I reckon we’ll stick
around here an’ drink till they chuck us out. Then we’ll
go along to my place. I got a little apartment back in a
Mews off Sloane Street. We’ll finish up there.”


Berg said: “That’s O.K. by me. I’ll see you here at
nine-thirty, Shakkey. So long.”


He got up, walked out of the bar, down the stairs. At
the bottom of Sackville Street, Berg was lucky enough
to get a taxicab. He told the man where to go.


He got out at a house near Birdcage Walk. There was
an iron gate and a little pathway leading up to the door.
Berg rang the bell. A man in the uniform of the Royal
Marines opened the door.


He said: “Good evening, Mr. Berg.”


Berg said: “Good evening. The commander in?”


The marine said: “Yes, he’s waiting for you. He’s on
the phone at the moment, but go in. I don’t think he’ll
be very long.”


Berg walked down the passage; went into the room
at the end. It was a large room, comfortably furnished
as a study. A desk with a shaded light stood in the
corner. On a table nearby there was a bottle of whisky,
a syphon, some glasses and a box of cigarettes. Berg
opened the box, took a cigarette, lit it. He began to
walk about the room, looking at the pictures. He paused
at the desk and looked down. There was a folder on it—a
red folder—and on a label on the front was “U. S.
Military Intelligence Liaison. Report Rene Berg. Chicago
1932.”


Berg made a little whistling noise. He switched the
folder round, opened it. Inside were a dozen typewritten
foolscap sheets. Berg began to read. He stood there,
smoking quietly, reading the long official report on the
activities of Scansci, Travis, himself and all the other
boys and girls of the old mob. After a while he closed
the folder. He turned towards the door as Ransome
came in.


Ransome was in uniform. Berg thought he was a swell
looking type. He said: “Well, Commander, how’s it goin’?”


Ransome said: “Not too bad, Rene.” He pointed to
the folder on the table. “Have you seen that?” he asked.


Berg said: “Yeah, I was just lookin’ at it. You boys
get around to finding things out, don’t you?”


Ransome said: “Yes, we have to sometimes too.
Things aren’t always what they seem. I never imagined
that you were an angel with wings—in the old days I
mean, in Chicago. I’ve always had some ideas about
you, but I’m rather inclined to judge people on what
they are, not on what they have been.” He smiled.
“You’ve done a pretty good job with me, you know—four
years’ service—and you’ve taken a hell of a lot
of chances.”


He helped himself to a cigarette, poured out two
whiskies and sodas. He said: “Things aren’t always
what they seem. That folder is not there because I particularly
wanted to delve into your past, but because I
had to have the information because of some activities
that might be coming along. But that can wait. When
we’ve done the job that I’m planning now, we’ll get
around to this other thing.” He pointed to the folder
with a long forefinger. “You can do a lot to help me too.
It’s a job that I think will suit you.”


Berg said: “O.K. What you say.”


Ransome handed him the drink. He said: “Sit down,
Rene. Let’s deal with this big job first. The time has
come when we have got to get three or four people out
of Norway—from the Skaalund district. The Germans
know too much about them, and I think the war’s not
going to last for more than another year. So the time
has come to get them out. I think we can do it. I think
you’ll be interested.”


Berg drew on his cigarette. He said: “Yeah? Why?”


Ransome said: “Because one of the people I want to
get out is Ingrid. You remember Ingrid?”


Berg said softly: “Yeah, I remember her.”


He had. Most days her white face had been before
him. Most days he had thought about her, wondered
about her.


Ransome said: “How many times have you been
dropped over in Norway since we all got out on that
night?”


Berg said: “I should think seven or eight. But never
around there—always other places where they wanted
somebody tough who could use a gun.”


Ransome said: “I know, but this isn’t going to be so
easy. The Germans know that we’ve got a strong resistance
headquarters in that district. They’ll be keeping
an eye on it. We’ll have to play it carefully.”


Berg said: “I’ve never known you not to play it carefully.
You always seem to me to take a lot of trouble
about anything you do.” He grinned at Ransome.


Ransome said: “We’ve got a contact over there. The
contact is already in touch with Ingrid and the two
other resistance leaders we propose to bring over. But
we cannot take any chances. They dare not move out
of the district and we’ve got to know that they can come
out of hiding and have a chance of being picked up by
the plane. We can’t have any slip-ups. They’re much too
valuable.”


Berg said: “Yeah, I can understand that. What’s the
idea?”


“The idea is this,” said Ransome. “An air-raid will
have to be put on—the usual thing—a box barrage of
bombers dropping bombs, making a lot of noise, keeping
the attention of the Germans concentrated. We’ll
drop you in the middle of the box. That will be on the
edge of the forest, just outside Skaalund. It’s good
ground there for dropping.” He grinned. “It’s not too
far from that air-strip,” he said. “You remember? The
place where we took the plane and got away from?”


Berg said: “I remember.”


“We drop you there,” said Ransome. “I’ll give you
directions as to where you go to pick up Ingrid and the
other three. If everything’s well, you can give us a signal
that’s arranged. A plane will land and pick the lot
of you up. It’s got to be done quickly. There mustn’t
be any mistakes.”


Ransome got up; helped himself to another cigarette.
He said: “You’ve taken a lot of chances with me, Berg.
You’ve done good work. I could send somebody else to
do this, but I had an idea—” he smiled at Berg—“you’d
like to go.”


Berg said: “Yeah? Why?”


Ransome said: “I don’t know . . . both Hilde and I
always had an idea in our heads that you were a little
stuck on Ingrid, if you know what I mean.”


Berg shifted his feet uncomfortably. He said: “Well,
maybe I am, and maybe I’m not. But I’d like to go.”


Ransome said: “All right. Come and see me on Thursday.
We do the job at the end of next week. By then I’ll
have everything cut and dried.”


“All right,” Berg said. “That’s O.K. with me.”


Ransome said: “Have one for the road.”


Berg said: “Thanks, I will.” He drank the whisky.
He said: “Well, so long, Commander. Thanks for the
job.”


Ransome said: “I thought you’d like it. Are you all
right for money?”


Berg said: “Yeah, I’m doin’ fine. You’ve always been
swell about that anyway.”


Ransome said: “Why not? Good-night, Rene.”


Berg went out. He began to walk across the park in
the direction of Piccadilly. He felt strangely elated—almost
excited. Before him in the darkness he could see
Ingrid’s white face.





It was one o’clock in the morning when Berg pushed
open the door of Shakkey’s rooms in the Mews; walked
unsteadily down the stairs towards the street. He was
drunk. He thought to himself: Why the hell should I
be high like this? What’s happening to me? He found
it difficult to understand. He stood in the middle of the
staircase swaying a little; then he went back, pushed
open the door of the flat, passed through the sitting-room
into the bedroom.


Shakkey was lying across the bed. He had passed
right out. Berg thought: Well, maybe it’s knocked him
too. Maybe I’m taking it better than he is. He closed
the door; walked down the stairs. At the bottom, when
he opened the street door, the cold night air made him
a little more unsteady. He walked out into the dark
Mews, moved across to the other side, leant for a moment
against the wall. His head was going round and
round. He had a pain at the base of his skull. When he
put his hand to his forehead he found it was wet with
sweat.


He stood, leaning against the wall, thinking. He
thought: This is goddam funny. He felt almost as if
somebody had given him a Mickey Finn. But people
didn’t do that in England. And why should Shakkey do
it—Shakkey, who was in a worse condition himself?
Berg fumbled in his pocket for his cigarette case. Now
his head was beginning to clear a little. He lit a cigarette,
stood leaning against the edge of a doorway,
smoking quietly. He was trying to collect his thoughts;
to think about the evening with Shakkey. Berg discovered
that he remembered very little about it. They had
talked a hell of a lot, but his mind was not as clear as
usual. He could not pin-point it down to any particular
point of conversation. The cigarette tasted acrid and
bitter. He threw it into the gutter.


The sound of high heels came towards him. A woman
was walking with short staccato steps down the Mews.
She stopped opposite him, put a key in the lock, opened
the outer door of Shakkey’s flat. There was a light inside.
From where he was Berg could see her distinctly.
It was Clovis.


He ran his tongue over his dry lips. He said: “Hey
. . . Clovis. . . .”


The woman, who was about to close the door behind
her, stopped. She looked out into the darkness. Berg
walked across the Mews. He leaned against the side of
the door, looking at her.


He said: “Well, Shakkey said you’d improved with
the years. He said he reckoned you was plenty beautiful.
I reckon, you are too. An’ you look good in that
uniform.”


She looked at him for a moment; then she put her
hand on his arm. She said: “You don’t know how good
it is to see you. I was talking to Shakkey about you the
other day. He said he thought that he’d seen you some
place. I hoped we might have an opportunity to meet.”


Berg said: “Yeah? Well, now we have met. I reckon
you oughta be happy.”


She made a little moue. He noticed that her lips were
still full and red, her teeth still perfect and white. She
looked at him with her large blue eyes.


She said: “Rene, why do you sound so bitter?”


Berg began to laugh. He said: “Ain’t you the little
pip? Maybe your memory’s not as good as mine is.
Maybe you’ve forgotten the old days back in Chi.
Maybe you and Lauren and Travis have all of you forgotten
the little ride you took me; how you framed me
into the mob; how you framed me inta killin’ Calsimo
an’ then Scansci. You were a little sweetiepie, weren’t
you? An’ you’d got your nerve. If the cops had got
their hooks on me in the old days after what I’d done,
they’d have fried me so hard that I’d have just been
a cinder. An’ what would you have done about it? You
was gonna let ’em do it. An’ you have the goddam nerve
to stand there an’ tell me that I’m bein’ a little bitter.
You know what I’d like to do? I’d like to smack you
down, baby. I think you’re poison.”


There was a silence; then she said: “Rene, I’m afraid
you don’t understand. We all make mistakes. We all do
things that we regret. Maybe in those days I was rather
like a squirrel running round in a cage trying to escape.”


“Yeah?” said Berg. “Some squirrel! A squirrel with
a coupla Chinchilla coats an’ all the ice you wanted.
You weren’t no squirrel. You were more like a goddam
rattle-snake.”


Clovis sighed. She looked away from him. Berg could
see the full beauty of her profile; the line of her neck
and bosom.


She said: “Rene, I can understand you saying hard
things to me. You don’t know how I regret everything
that happened in the old days. One day you’ll know it
wasn’t all my fault. One day you’ll know that. And I’d
like to tell you something else. I gave you something
once, Rene, back in those old days, because I loved you.
Supposing I told you now that I still love you. What
would you say?”


Berg said: “I’d say you was a goddam liar like you’ve
always been.” An idea struck him. “Look, Toots,” he
said, “what’re you doin’ around here? Maybe you’re
stuck on Shakkey now. You used not to think very much
of Shakkey in the old days, did you? You bet you
didn’t. Then he was just the guy who looked after the
trucks down at the garage. What’re you stuck on him
now for? He’s not much more—a Chief Machinist’s
Mate in the U. S. Navy. An’ here’s little Clovis payin’
him visits at nearly two o’clock in the mornin’. Maybe
you’ve fallen for Shakkey as well as bein’ in love with
me—you little so-and-so!”


Her eyes blazed. She said: “There are moments when
I could be very angry with you, Rene, but I’m not going
to lose my temper with you whatever you say.”


Berg said: “How could you lose your temper with
me? You can’t afford to lose your temper with anybody.
You know what you are, Clovis? You’re just a tramp!
I’m wise to you.”


She drew her hand back. She hit him across the face.
Berg never moved.


He said: “Well, that got you, sweetiepie, didn’t it?
I hope you liked it, because I meant it. When you get
upstairs give Shakkey my regards; that is, if he’s come
to yet. But maybe that wouldn’t bother you.”


He stepped back. She slammed the front door. Berg
stood for a moment in the Mews looking at the door.
He was trying to piece together some odd bits in a
jigsaw. Clovis . . . Shakkey . . . himself. . . . He could
not do it. His mind was muzzy. None of the pieces
would fit. Vaguely, for some reason unknown to himself,
he remembered the folder on Ransome’s desk—the
dossier about himself—the report of the American
Intelligence on him—the job that Ransome had talked
about.


Berg shrugged his shoulders. One day he had no
doubt everything would be plain. In the meantime there
was little use in worrying. He looked up at the window
of Shakkey’s flat. The blackout curtain had moved a little.
There was a chink of light.


Berg walked slowly away. He thought Clovis had
descended in the social scale. Scansci, Travis, himself
. . . now Shakkey . . . and who else? He wondered
what she wanted from Shakkey. He wondered what
Shakkey had to give a woman like Clovis.





Clovis pushed open the bedroom door and stood,
looking at the recumbent figure of Shakkey. He presented
a disgusting picture. He lay across the bed, his
shirt collar undone, his mouth open. He was breathing
stertorously, muttering, twisting about.


She went into the kitchen, opened the cupboard,
found a bottle of concentrated coffee, prepared to boil
water. After a while she went back into the bedroom.
She carried in one hand a cup of black coffee, in the
other a towel.


She put down the coffee; dipped the towel in the cold
water jug on the wash-stand. She poured some of the
cold water over Shakkey’s face and head; began gently
to flick him across the face with the wet towel. After
some five minutes Shakkey opened his eyes. He looked
up at her stupidly.


Clovis said: “Drink this, Cyram. It will put you
right.” She raised his head on one arm; sat on the bed
beside him, began to feed the coffee to him spoonful
by spoonful. After a while Shakkey got to his feet. He
stood looking at her; then, with a grunt, staggered out
of the room. She heard him stagger to the bathroom.
When he returned she had more hot coffee ready for
him.


Shakkey sat on the bed. He began to drink the coffee.
He said: “Well . . . so you got around here. Goddam
it, I didn’t think you woulda come. I didn’t think
you meant it.”


Clovis said: “I always do what I promise . . . well
. . . most of the time.” She smiled at him. It was an
odd smile.


Shakkey walked over to the wash-stand; began to
bathe his face in cold water. When he was through he
said: “That was some hooch you sent around. For Crissake
. . . ! I ain’t never drunk stuff like that. It was
like somebody had made it in the bath-tub. I’m tellin’
you that a Mickey Finn was a clover-leaf cocktail compared
with that stuff.”


She said: “It wasn’t very tough. I knew he’d never
talk unless he was half-cut. And that guy could always
drink liquor and remember to keep his mouth shut.”


Shakkey said: “You don’t like the guy. You don’t like
Rene . . . hey?”


She said: “No . . . I don’t like him. I don’t have to
like him.” There was a pause. Then: “Well . . . what
did he say? What’s he going to do? Where’s he going
next?”


Shakkey looked at her. He ran his tongue over his
lips. He drank some more of the coffee. After a while
he asked:


“What’s the big idea? Whaddya wanta know about
him for? Do you care where he goes an’ what he does?
What’s it to you, Clovis?”


She shrugged her shoulders. She said: “I always like
to know what he’s doing. I can’t sort of get away from
him. Sometimes I think I’m still stuck on him, and
sometimes I hate his guts. That’s the way I feel right
now. But I’m curious about that guy. I’m like a child
that’s got to keep on pokin’ its finger in the fire just to
see if it’s still going to hurt. Can you understand that?”


Shakkey nodded. He thought he could. He said:
“Yeah . . . I reckon dames are like that. Didn’t some
mug say that Hell ain’t got any fury like a baby that’s
been given the air.” He grinned at her. He went on: “It
was pretty swell of you to come around here. I didn’t
think you’d come. I reckon you’re the tops, Clovis. Jeez
. . . are you a baby or are you?” He looked at her
ankles.


She said in a flat voice: “When you called through to
me that you’d met him; that you were going to meet
again to-night, I sent that hooch round because I
wanted him to talk. It was doctored all right . . . you
bet it was. I couldn’t tell you about that, because if I
had you’d have laid off it yourself and he’d have suspected
something. He’s very smart . . . that one.”
There was another silence; then she said: “Well . . .
what did he say? I reckon he’d talk to you. You’re the
only one he trusts. I reckon he thinks you’re his one
pal.”


Shakkey wetted his lips again. He said, in a voice
that was a little hoarse: “You remember what you said
. . . you remember what you promised?”


Clovis said: “I remember. Tell me what he said, and
I’ll keep my promise . . . maybe . . .”


She got off the bed; began to walk about the room.
Shakkey watched her. She moved gracefully. She knew
his eyes were on her.


Shakkey said: “Well . . . when he’d had three or
four, he started to go funny. I’d only had one . . .
like you told me. I was listenin’. He was nearly right
out. Then he started mutterin’ an’ moanin’. He was sittin’
in that chair over there. He said somethin’ about
some dump called Skaalund or somethin’ like that. He
was talkin’ about some dame Ingrid an’ Norway an’
somethin’ about takin’ a jump. Afterwards . . . when
we’d laid off, an’ he was gettin’ straighter an’ I talked
about seein’ him again next week, he said he couldn’t
do it. He said he was goin’ away.”


Clovis said: “I see . . . I see. . . .” Her eyes were
gleaming. She said: “I’m going out now. I’ll be back.”


Shakkey got up. He moved in front of the door. He
said: “Jeez . . . are you gonna stand me up now! Are
you gonna take a powder on me after I done what I
said?”


She came over to him. She stood in front of him. She
made a little grimace.


“I’m coming back,” she said. “I’ll keep my word. But
I’ve got to do something. I’ll be back in a few minutes.
Get out of my way.”


Shakkey moved away from the door. She went out.
When she had gone he went back and sat on the bed.
He muttered to himself: “For Crissake . . . for Crissake
. . . !” He sat muttering and waiting.


Clovis walked down the Mews into the main street.
There was a telephone booth on the corner. She went
in, dialled a number. She waited: then someone answered.


She said: “This is Clovis. All right. Am I talking to
Mr. Maston? Well, listen. . . . It’s what I thought.
Skaalund . . . in Norway. Some tie-up with some girl
Ingrid . . . and it’s probably going to be next week. . . .”


The voice said: “Excellent. Thank you very much.
Good-night!”


She came out of the call-box. She stood for a moment
looking up the dark street. Then she shrugged her
shoulders.


She began to walk back to Shakkey’s flat.





Berg sat in the seat behind the pilot. The pilot was
a young man of twenty-three—a crack flyer in a Mosquito
squadron. He had a permanent smile and the
large handlebar moustaches at one time fashionable in
the R.A.F. From time to time he looked over his shoulder
at Berg and grinned.


Berg sat stiffly in his seat. He had a .45 automatic in
a shoulder holster on each side of his parachute jacket,
one of the German machine-pistols which he had taken
from the Gendarmerie headquarters some four years
ago, and of which he was fond, three clips of ammunition,
and a spring parachute knife.


The pilot throttled back, began to glide. He said to
Berg through the ear-phones: “Well, the boys ought to
be starting in a minute. I must say you’ve got a nice
night for it.” His grin broadened. “And I hope you don’t
come down in a ditch.”


Berg said: “Me too.” He grinned back at the pilot.


There was silence for a moment; then the pilot said:
“There she goes. The boys are in.”


He opened the taps. The sound of bombing came to
Berg’s ears. They were flying low and the crashes as
the bombs exploded reverberated. Two miles away, on
the right, an ammunition dump or something of the
sort went up in flames. Now the German anti-aircraft
went into action. The noise was terrific.


Berg looked down at the buckle of his safety belt.
They were banking now. The pilot called:


“Where do you want to go from—eight hundred or
lower? It’s what you say. I always try to please the
customers!”


Berg said: “You have it your way. Last time it was
about eight hundred and it was good.”


The pilot said: “I don’t think so . . . not to-night
and with this bus. You get out at five hundred feet. It’ll
be better for you.”


Berg said: “All right.” He undid the buckle of his
safety belt.


The pilot started his approach to the D.Z. Berg could
feel the sharp turn of the bank as he came into the wind.
The pilot put down his flaps and landing wheels to
make a greater resistance against the wind.


He said to Berg over the intercom: “Flaps and landing
wheels down. Get over the hatch.”


Berg knelt down over the escape hatch. He knelt behind
it, slightly to one side.


The pilot said: “Here you go, fella. . . . Good hunting!”


The escape hatch opened in front of Berg. He said:
“So long! Thanks for the trip.”


He went out through the hatch head first. When he
was clear he pulled the cord. He dropped nearly seventy
feet; then checked. He began to descend slowly. Away
on the left and right of him he could see the gun-flashes
of the German anti-aircraft batteries. The British
bombers were still at work. Berg thought, as the keen
wind hit his face, that it was a nicely organized job. He
hoped that he was clear of the forest.


He hit the ground, crumpled, fell backwards, gathered
in the parachute cords, took his spring knife, cut
them. Now he began to haul on the cords, pulling in the
parachute. When he had got it he sat on one end and
began to fold it. Nearby was a shell hole. He pushed the
parachute into the shell hole; threw some earth on it.
They’d find it sometime, but there were lots of parachutes
lying about. One more or less meant little.


Berg got up. He began to walk forward. After a minute
he recognized where he was. He was about a hundred
and fifty yards off the edge of the forest that
bounded the air-strip from which Ransome, he and
Hilde, had escaped four years ago. On the other side
of the air-strip was the road that led into Skaalund.
The contact was to meet him in the north-east corner
of the fir-wood at three o’clock. If all went well, the
plane which Ransome was sending for them should pick
them up in another locality not too far away, where
there was a good landing place, at ten minutes to five.


Now the noise of bombing was dying away. The anti-aircraft
guns began to check down. Berg walked slowly
forward towards the edge of the wood. Now there was
a little moon and he could see the tops of the fir-trees
silhouetted against the sky. In the right-hand pocket of
his parachute jacket was a flask of whisky. He took it
out, took a long swig. The spirit warmed him. He felt
better.


He had walked another twenty yards when he
stopped; dropped on one knee. Somewhere near him he
had heard a voice. He listened. More voices came to
him. Ten yards from Berg, on the right, was a patch of
gorse. He crawled over to it on his hands and knees.
Covered by it, he stood up.


He stood there, the palms of his hands suddenly wet,
his mouth dry. Advancing in extended order from the
edge of the wood, some hundred yards away was a body
of German infantry; away on the left another section.


Berg thought: Well, here it is! Somehow they were
wise to what had happened. They were sweeping the
ground in extended order. They were going to get him
sometime. High above him he could hear the noise of an
engine. It was the fighter pilot who had brought him
circling, waiting for the signal that everything was O.K.


Berg thought quickly. If the pilot did not get the
signal he might hang about for a bit thinking that Berg
had made a bad landing; was pulling himself together.
He’d probably wait some little while; then he might be
late getting back, or if he stayed too long—if that happened,
the plane that was to pick up Berg, Ingrid and
the rest of them, might leave. Whatever happened that
had got to be stopped, because even if Berg was not
there to give the signal to the plane to land, if Ransome
were in it he’d come down. He’d want to know what had
happened to Berg. He’d want to have a look.


Berg thought this mustn’t happen. Quite obviously
the Germans knew something. Quite obviously, they
had been waiting. He looked again. The line of men, extended,
about three or four paces between each man,
their bayonets showing plainly in the moonlight, advanced
slowly across the flat field. They were beating
every bush, every bit of scrub.


Berg thought of Ingrid. Maybe the contact who was
to meet him on the north-east corner of the fir-wood
was already on his way there. He must be warned somehow.
The Germans arrested anybody out after curfew,
and with all these men about somebody was certain to
spot him. There was only one thing to be done.


Berg unstrapped the machine-pistol and the two clips
of ammunition. The two .45 automatics, strapped to
each side of his jacket, were heavy. He took off the
jacket, took the guns out of their holsters. He looked
at them for a minute. They were old friends of his. He
hated parting with them but they were too heavy for
quick movement. He wrapped the guns in the parachute
jacket, pushed it into the coppice. Maybe some other
parachutist, dropping on the same sort of job, would
find it; would guess what had happened to Berg.


He loaded the clip into the machine-pistol. He moved
to the edge of the coppice. Now the line of men was
only fifteen to twenty yards away. Berg snapped the
safety catch off the pistol. He cuddled it into his shoulder.
The gun made a staccato noise as he squeezed the
trigger and sprayed the advancing line. Five of the German
soldiers immediately in front of Berg went down.
He fired another burst to his left; then, bent double,
started to run for the fir-wood. Half-way there he
stopped, fired another burst.


Now the shooting started. Bullets whistled past him.
Berg grinned. That’s what he wanted. Ingrid’s contact,
on his way to the appointment, would hear. He would
guess what had happened. He would go back.


Berg ran swiftly. He was almost on the edge of the
wood. He was thinking to himself: There is still a
chance if I can get into the wood; if they don’t find me
before morning I might get out and hide up somewhere.
One of the resistance guys might find me and hide me
up. The thought was hopeful, but useless. At this moment
Berg was hit. The bullet struck him in the chest,
knocked him flat. He lay there. He could not get up. A
blackness descended on him.


When Berg came to, he was propped against a tree
just inside the wood. People stood about him. Nearby,
somebody switched on the headlights of an ambulance.
The lights illuminated the faces of the men who stood
regarding him curiously. Berg thought: This is it!


Two men stood together, a little apart from the rest,
looking down at him. One was the Oberleutenant of
Gendarmerie whom he had knocked unconscious and
left at headquarters years before. He spoke to the other
man in German.


The other man turned to Berg. He said: “The Oberleutenant
says that you were here four years ago; that
you got away. He says he knows about you. So, my
friend, you decided to come back again. Do you not
think it was rather stupid?” He laughed. “But I admire
your nerve,” he said.


Berg said nothing. The German went on: “Let me
present myself. I am Major Kramen of the Gestapo. We
have been waiting for you, my friend. We are very glad
to see you. I expect you have a lot to tell us.”


Berg said: “Yeah? Well, I was unlucky. It can happen.”


The German nodded. “It can happen,” he said. “I
agree with you. Also you have very little chance. It
might have come off, but we knew.”


Berg said: “You knew? How the hell did you know?”
He coughed a little. “I don’t believe you.”


The German said: “We’re not such fools. We have
people in London. They are not fools either. We knew
you were coming.”


Berg sat, looking into the dark avenue on the other
side of the lights between the fir trees. Now he understood.
Now he understood Clovis’s visit to Shakkey—the
hooch that he had thought was doctored. He must
have talked to Shakkey. All this time she had been waiting
to get even with him. He shrugged his shoulders.


The German said: “We’re going to send you to hospital.
We shall look after you. You’re much too valuable
to be allowed to die, and you will not die. But when
you are better we shall make you talk, my friend. You’ll
save yourself a lot of trouble now if you tell me who
your contact was here. Somebody was due to meet you
to-night. Who was it?”


He came forward. He knelt down opposite Berg. He
said: “What is the name of the man or woman who was
going to meet you to-night?”


Berg said: “I’ll tell you.” He pushed himself up on
his left hand. He struck upwards with his right elbow.
The blow struck the German on the mouth and nose.


Kramen fell sideways. One of the German soldiers
pulled back the bolt of his rifle. Kramen, rising to his
feet, his mouth, lips and nose bleeding, rapped out an
order in German. He brushed the leaves and twigs from
his breeches. He stood, looking down at Berg; then he
drew back his right foot. He kicked Berg in the face.


He said: “My friend, we have heard about you. Always
when a certain parachutist has been dropped in
Norway, there has been trouble and killing and shooting.
Perhaps you are the one. Perhaps you are the one
they call ‘The Dark Hero.’ ”


Berg put his hand to his mouth. Two of his teeth
were gone. When he took his hand away it was red with
blood. He looked up at Kramen.


He said: “Fella . . . all my life I been tryin’ to be a
hero. Well, by God, it looks as if I gotta be one now.”


Kramen said: “My friend, I agree with you. In Germany
we have a very nice Concentration Camp for
people like you. It is going to take you a long time to
die. The interesting part is,” he went on, “I am leaving
this accursed country. I shall be in charge of that camp.
I shall make you my own especial pleasure—my hobby.
I shall make you suffer very much, my friend.”


Berg said nothing. He was thinking of the words
“Dark Hero.” So that’s what they called him. He remembered
the night when Hilde, flying back with Ransome
and himself, had first used the words.


Strangely enough, he was not unhappy.



Epilogue



INGRID







	Dartmouth	August, 1945







                  WHEN Berg saw the little
car in the shadow of the hedge by the white gate, he
stopped. He turned and looked back to the spot where
Clovis’s body was lying at the foot of the tree.


He felt very little—certainly not regret. But somewhere
there was a vague feeling of disappointment. He
shrugged his shoulders. He could not work out exactly
what this feeling meant; but then, he thought, he had
never been awfully good at working out things to do
with the mind. Sometimes you felt something. Sometimes
an odd thing made you feel a little happy or sad.
But most of the time you went on, because it wasn’t too
good to feel too happy or too sad. If you felt anything
very much you were disappointed.


He got into the car and started the engine. He began
to drive slowly back to Dartmouth. He drove slowly
because he was thinking, and because he knew that the
last act of the drama which had been his life was
now being played. He grinned. Anyway, it was going to
be a sensational act. He wondered what Ransome would
think about it.


Berg knew exactly what would happen. He’d been
long enough in England to know the strictly impartial
processes of the English law. The English did not play
around with situations. If you murdered somebody you
swung for it. They hanged you by the neck until you
were dead. You had a trial and even if you wanted to
plead guilty they wouldn’t let you. If you hadn’t got
lawyers or counsel they gave you the best for nothing.
They gave you a chance all right, but if you’d killed
somebody, especially if you were prepared to admit it,
as he was, well, you were hanged. They sentenced you
to be hanged by the neck until you were dead, and the
judge put a black triangular thing on his head and
hoped that the Lord God would have mercy on your
soul. Berg had heard all about that. And then they
weren’t content with that. Even if you’d been sentenced,
they’d appeal just to see that you got even another
chance. And the appeal would be dismissed and within
three weeks of the sentence they took you out and they
hanged you nicely, quietly and in an orderly manner.


And that was what was going to happen to him.


But there was just one thing had to be done. There
was one person whom Berg wanted to know a little
more of the story than he would produce. He was not
concerned with defending himself. Maybe he was bored
with the whole set-up. But he’d like Ransome to know.


It was a quarter-past one when he stopped the car on
the quay at Dartmouth. The moon was brighter now.
Lying out in the broad part of the river he could see the
Destroyer Whelp. He thought that she looked a fine
ship in the moonlight.


He lit a cigarette; walked along to the landing steps
opposite the Raleigh Hotel. The river was quiet. Nothing
moved. Berg walked towards the next landing steps—thirty
to forty yards down the road. At the bottom of
them two or three dinghies were tied up. Berg got into
one. He began to pull out towards the destroyer. It was
hard work. The tide was bad for him. He was glad when
he arrived.


The watch officer, seeing the dinghy, stood at the top
of the accommodation ladder. He said: “Well, what is
it?”


Berg said: “I wanta see Commander Ransome. Tell
him the name’s Rene Berg. I reckon he’ll see me all
right.”


The sub-lieutenant said: “I bet he will. He’s been
trying to get in touch with you all day.”


Berg tied up the dinghy. He went up the ladder;
stood, drawing on his cigarette.


The watch officer said: “Just stay here a minute. I’ll
be back.” He returned in two or three minutes’ time.
He said to Berg: “Come with me. The commander will
see you now.”


When Berg went into the cabin, Ransome was seated
at his desk writing. His back was to Berg. He turned
round on the revolving office chair. He was smiling.


He said: “Well, Berg, I’m glad to see you. But you’ve
been a little elusive, I must say. When I heard that
you’d picked up the cheque book and the money I left
for you at the old place; when I heard that you’d been
to the American Club for the guns, I thought it was
time that you and I had a talk.”


Berg said: “Yeah. Well, we’re having one, aren’t we,
Commander?”


Ransome said: “Yes. You look pretty good to me. I
bet they gave you a lousy time in that concentration
camp.”


Berg said: “It wasn’t so good. They pushed me
around a bit. I’ve been back over three months, but I
didn’t feel I wanted to talk to you. So I kept away as
long as I could. I went and picked up the money and
the cheque book when I had to. I picked up the guns
because I wanted ’em. I thought Shakkey had left ’em
there.”


Ransome said: “Why should you think that?”


Berg said: “I’ll tell you why. The night the Heinies
took me I wrapped up those two guns in my parachute
jacket. I left them in a coppice. I thought maybe that
one of your people would find ’em an’ bring ’em back.
I reckoned if they did, that you’d give ’em to Shakkey,
because I told you if anythin’ happened to me I wanted
anythin’ that was comin’ to me to go to him. So when I
found ’em I thought he’d left ’em.”


Ransome said: “Well, he didn’t. I did.” He smiled
again. He went on: “But what did it matter, Rene?”


Berg said: “It mattered a lot to me. I wanted to get
hold of this guy Shakkey, an’ I was lucky. I found him.”
Berg grinned. “I found him down here to-night,” he
said. “He’s a Chief Machinist’s Mate on one of the U. S.
destroyers here. But he was away—absent without
leave. Then I went over to the Raleigh, and I got a tip-off
from some dame. So I found him. I found him over
at some dump called the Chateau de la Tours. You
know it?”


Ransome said: “I know it. Why were you so keen on
meeting Shakkey?”


Berg said: “I reckoned if I found Shakkey I’d be
able to find a woman I was lookin’ for—a dame called
Clovis Scansci. Well, I was lucky. She was over there
stayin’ at this chateau place. After I’d had a talk with
Shakkey he scrammed. So then I had a talk with her.
And I fogged her. I shot her three times. She is lyin’ at
the foot of a tree in a little wood that’s at the back of
the big lawn behind the Chateau.”


Ransome said: “Ah!” He took a box of cigarettes
from his desk, handed one to Berg, took one himself.
He snapped on his lighter, lit the cigarettes. He said:
“Tell me, Berg, what did you have to do that for?”


Berg said: “I reckon it’s a long story, Commander—a
goddam sight too long. But you’ll only be interested
in a bit of it. I met this Clovis Scansci a long time ago
in Chicago. I got myself framed into a mob. I was a
killer for Scansci. I killed a lotta guys out there. I
reckon it was the only thing I knew. Then I got stuck
on this Clovis dame a bit, an’ she framed me inta
shootin’ a couple of other guys. Then I got out.


“O.K. The night I met you when I came to your
place near Birdcage Walk, an’ you told me I was gonna
be dropped at Skaalund to get Ingrid an’ the others
out, after I left you I had a date with Shakkey. I drank
some hooch that had been doctored. I musta talked a
little. When I was leavin’ the place I met Clovis comin’
in. I mighta guessed what the game was. Shakkey was
crazy about her. He’s nuts about women. I reckon she
had schemed to get outa him what I was doin’. She just
wanted to know because she was waitin’ for a chance
to get even with me. She wanted to get even with me
because I’d been goddam rude to her; because I’d told
her where she got off, an’ she was the sorta baby who
didn’t like that. I reckon it was a case of love turned to
hate—you know the stuff.”


He grinned at Ransome. “So somehow she slips this
information to some fella called Maston, who was
workin’ over here for the Jerries. His real name was
Schlengel. An’ when I dropped that night they were
waitin’ for me—about three infantry companies all of
them probin’ about the place. I hadn’t got a dog’s
chance.”


Ransome said: “What about a drink?”


Berg said: “I reckon I could use one.”


Ransome went to a cupboard. He produced a bottle,
a syphon and two glasses. He poured out the drinks,
handed a glass to Berg. He said: “Go on.”


Berg said: “All the time I was in that goddam concentration
camp there was only two things I wanted
to do before I died. One of ’em was to get the guy
Kramen—the sub-commandant there who had pushed
me around good an’ plenty. An’ the other thing—it was
a sorta day-dream—was if ever I got back here—or
wherever I went—I’d find Clovis Scansci an’ I’d kill
her.”


He shrugged his shoulders. “Well, I’ve done both
those things,” he said. “An’ I’m not sufferin’ from any
delusions about what’s gonna happen to me. If you kill
somebody over here they hang you. I know that.


“That’s O.K. All I wanted to do was to have a word
with you. I reckon you’ve been the only pal I’ve ever
had in my life. I wanted you to know. After that, all
I haveta do is go ashore, see the local cops an’ tell ’em.”
He finished the whisky.


Ransome said: “No, it isn’t like that at all. Of course
you’re quite right about the woman Scansci.” He held
up his glass, looked at the amber liquid in it. He drank
a little. He said: “Rene, do you remember that on the
night you came to see me, when I first talked to you
about this Skaalund jump, you found a folder on my
desk? You had a look at it and you saw I’d got your
record from the U. S. Military Intelligence. You remember
that?”


Berg said: “Yeah.”


Ransome said: “Do you remember I told you that
when you got back from the Norway thing there was
another job I was going to ask you to do—a job you
were particularly suited to do?”


Berg said: “Yeah, I remember.”


Ransome finished his whisky. He said: “It’s rather
extraordinary, but if you turned over two or three more
pages of the folder you’d have seen I wasn’t only concerned
with you, but very much more concerned with
Mrs. Clovis Scansci, whom we knew had been working
for the Germans since a year before the war. We knew
she was in England. I intended to put you on to finding
her. That’s rather funny, isn’t it?” Ransome grinned.
“It looks to me as if she found you first,” he said.


Berg said: “Well, that beats everything. So you was
out lookin’ for her an’ she gets me first. An’ I come
back an’ I get her.”


Ransome said: “Yes. But so far as I’m concerned
it’s not murder. You’re still working for me, Berg.
You’re still working for the Allied Intelligence Liaison.
If you shot Clovis Scansci to-night you merely executed
her a little before her time. We were going to pick her
up. We could have done it any time we wanted to, but
she’s led us on to other people. We got Schlengel and
half a dozen others through her. If ever a woman deserved
to be executed it was that one. She’d have had
it anyway.”


Berg looked at Ransome. He said: “What the
hell . . . ! D’you mean I get away with this?”


Ransome said: “Yes.” He went on: “You’ve worked
for me for a long time. You’re a brave man. I know all
about you, Berg. I’ve had your whole story. I know it.
I don’t think you ever had much of a chance in the old
days but during the time you were with me you produced
the qualities that I think go to make a man—courage
and loyalty. You had a damned bad time in
that concentration camp, but I don’t believe you ever
squealed, and as I’ve said, if ever a killing was justified,
it was the woman Scansci.”


Berg said: “Well, what do you know? What are you
gonna do, Commander?”


Ransome said: “I’ll look after this thing. I’ll have
the body moved to-night. You can take it from me that
nobody’s going to miss Mrs. Scansci very much. You
can also take it from me that our own M.I. Department
are going to be very pleased to know that she is no
longer with us. The story is of course that you went
there to-night on my instructions to identify her—to
bring her back. Well, she tried to escape. She did what
would be a natural thing for her to do. She pulled a gun
on you. So you did”—Ransome smiled—“what would
be a natural thing for you. You killed her. I’ll take care
of that.”


Berg said: “Thanks a lot. So what happens?”


Ransome got up. He said: “You’d better pull ashore.
I’ll give you a chit to the American Club. You can sleep
there to-night. Come and see me in the morning. Maybe
I’ll find another job for you. And there’s something you
can do for me when you get ashore to-night. Go over to
the Ferris Hotel and knock up the night porter. He’s
an old man and he’ll take some knocking up, but he’ll
turn out eventually. When he lets you in, tell him that
you’re delivering a message for me to the occupant of
Room 29 on the first floor. Deliver the message personally.
You understand?”


Berg said: “I got it. Room 29 at the Ferris Hotel.
An’ I see you to-morrow mornin’ at eleven o’clock. That
O.K.?”


Ransome said: “That’s all right. Now I’ll give you
the note.” He sat down at his desk, wrote a note. He put
it in an envelope, sealed it. He gave it to Berg. He said:
“Well, Berg, you’ve been an unlucky person for quite
a part of your life, but perhaps your luck’s changed.
You’ve certainly been lucky to-night.”


Berg grinned. He said: “You’re tellin’ me!”


Ransome held out his hand. They shook hands. Berg
went away.





Berg knocked at the door of the Ferris Hotel for a
good ten minutes before the night porter—grey-haired
and rheumaticky—turned out. He stood in the doorway
regarding Berg with suspicion.


Berg said: “I’ve got a letter to deliver to Room 29
and I’ve got to do it myself. I’ve come from Commander
Ransome.”


The night porter said: “That’s all right. I know the
commander. Up the stairs—it’s the third door on the
left. And shut the door after you when you go out and
see it’s locked.”


Berg said: “O.K.”


The old man shuffled away.


Berg went slowly up the stairs. He was feeling a little
dazed. He thought life was goddam funny. Just when
you thought it had got you right down on the floor;
just when you thought you’d had it; that you were out,
it turned around and lifted you up again. He shrugged
his shoulders.


At the top of the stairs a dim light burned. Berg
found No. 29, knocked on the door. There was a pause.
Then he heard someone moving inside the room. He
heard the light switched on; then the door opened.


Berg held out the letter. He said: “This is from Commander
Ransome.” He looked up.


Standing in the doorway, smiling at him, was Ingrid.


Berg looked at her, his eyes wide with amazement.
He said: “For Crissake . . . Ingrid . . . !”


She said: “Yes, Rene . . . it’s me.” She held out her
hand for the letter.


Berg gave it to her. He stood staring at her stupidly.
He thought: So this is what being in love with some
dame really is. All this time I’ve been crazy about this
kid, and I’ve never known it. Is that funny or is it?


She said: “Rene, do you know what’s in this note?”


Berg said: “Nope.”


She said: “I’d like you to read it.” She held the piece
of quarto paper out towards Berg.


He took it: stood sideways to the door so that the
light fell on the paper. He read:




“Dear Ingrid,


“I am sending you The Dark Hero once again. You
always said that he would come back and that you
would wait for him. Well, here he is.


“Good luck to you both. You deserve it.



          
           
“Yours ever,

“C. T. R. Ransome.”



 




Berg stood there, looking at the piece of paper. For
some reason which he could not understand he saw that
the fingers holding it were trembling.


Ingrid said: “Come in, Rene. You and I have a great
deal to talk about.”


THE END






TRANSCRIBER NOTES


Misspelled words and printer errors have been corrected.
Where multiple spellings occur, majority use has been
employed.


Punctuation has been maintained except where obvious
printer errors occur.


 


[The end of The Case of the Dark Hero by Peter Cheney]
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