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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 organised 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 seem 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

  noncommissioned 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 standardised.




  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 realised that he must die very quickly. He realised 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-officer’s 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 realise 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 rain-drops pattering on it. He lay extended and relaxed in the bath—an adequate, tough, specimen of humanity.




  His hair was dark, curly, unruly, his cheek-bones 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, realised 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 bathgown, went into the bedroom. It was not an uncomfortable room but Berg realised 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 Earl’s 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 some time: “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 some time.”




  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 the 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 re-filled 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 visualised 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 farthest 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 besides 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.”
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