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CHAPTER ONE



 

ABOUT half-way up St. Bride’s Street, not far from Ludgate Circus, there is a small and undistinguished secondhand bookshop run by a small and undistinguished
gentleman named Joseph Thring. Mr. Thring is completely unknown to University students and to
collectors of incunabula — unknown, in fact, to all but those
inveterate browsers who wander dreamily from shop to shop with no apparent
intention of ever buying anything; and even these would not have remembered him
unless blessed with extra-sensory perception. In other words, while the name ‘Thring’ was visible in faded white lettering outside the
shop, Mr. Thring himself was so
small and undistinguished as to be non-existent. 


On that particular morning in August 1949, when Mr.
Sean Fedora decided to visit this literary backwater, it was occupied by six
people. In the shop itself were two elderly browsers,
both male, one of them was reading Bulldog
Drummond, and the other was dipping into a rather larger volume entitled Human Personality and its Survival of Bodily
Death. It would be impossible to say which of them wore the more
pessimistic expression. Farther in the shop, a youngish man with a bald head
was sitting on a rickety chair, reading the Daily
Mirror and smoking a Woodbine. His name, if anybody was interested, was
Carrington; he was the shop assistant. 


On the floor above were two female secretaries, who
were drinking tea and talking about the Russian Ballet in between giggles. In
the adjoining office a middle-aged man was sitting on a revolving chair with
his feet on the desk; he was reading Hansard and
smoking a briar pipe. At intervals he removed the pipe from his mouth and spat
ferociously into the wastepaper basket. His name, in which many people all over
the world were acutely interested was Holliday; he was
the head of one of the smaller branches of British Intelligence. 


The telephone on his desk rang at ten fifty-nine a.m.
exactly; whereupon Holliday placed his book face downwards on the desk, reached
for the receiver and said: 


“Yum.” 


“Mr. Fedora is here, sir,” said one of the two
secretaries. Holliday knew that one was Jean and the other Joan, but he hadn’t
yet found out which was which. He’d only been there four years. He said: 


“Okay. Send him in.” 


After a pause the door opened and Mr. Fedora sidled
in. Holliday grinned at him and nodded in the direction of a chair. 


“Hullo, Johnny,” he said. “You’re looking brown. How’s
Gib.?” 


Johnny said: “Very quiet.” He walked over to the desk
and sat down lazily on the chair. He looked round the room and did not say
anything, possibly because there was nothing in the room to arouse excited
comment.


“Um.” Holliday stretched, removed his pipe and spat
somewhat inaccurately out of the window. “Yes, your report made it sound that
way. So there won’t be any more leakages?” 


Johnny said: “I wouldn’t know. There won’t be any more
through Inez Capallo.” 


“Good,” said Holliday. “That’s good. We’ve got
something else for you now.” 


Johnny said dreamily: “Well, look, I really just
dropped in for a cup of coffee.” 


Holliday picked up the telephone and said: “Coffee.
Two.” He replaced it. “There you are. We show our gratitude in this department,
don’t we? Right, then; where was I? Oh, yes. We’ve got something else for you.”
He frowned and tapped on the desk with his fingers. “Ever been to Kamchatka?” 


Johnny said: “Kamchatka? I
was born there.” 


“Well,” said Holliday tersely, “if you fall down on
this thing, s’welp me if I don’t send you back there.
It’s one of those things.” 


Johnny nodded. “Ah, well,” he said. “Dear old Kamchatka. Must be years since I saw dear
old Argyrokastro.” 


“Yes,” said Holliday, nodding. “That’s in Greece,” he
added, waking up. “Shut up, will you? — and listen.
Have you ever heard of le rossignol?” 


“Opera. By Stravinsky. Not one of my
favourites.”


Holliday said: “No, not that one. This one, strangely
enough, is French; the real name is Marcelline
Gaston. Does that ring a bell?” 


Johnny said: “Oh, that one! Yes, I’ve heard all about
that one. What about my coffee?” 


“What did you hear about her?” said Holliday, ignoring
the last remark.


“Traitor, or traitress,
whichever you prefer: worked for German Intelligence from 1942 onwards. She got
into one of the resistance groups and got Karl Domnau
into it; might have blown the whole works if Nobby de
Meyrignac hadn’t got him in time. We didn’t tie him
up with her until afterwards, though; she went in with the Larue Brigade until
they went into the hills.” He took out a cigarette and lit it. “She stayed in Paris
and gave away the Diamond Group to the Gestapo. Every damn one of them was
shot… Then in early ’forty-five we got on to her, and the R.A.F. sent over a
Mosquito which blew her to Hades at her home address. That’s all there was to
it.” 


Holliday said: “Well — you seem fairly well up in this
subject. I’m not altogether surprised.” 


Johnny smiled faintly. “No?” 


“No. I’ve seen her photograph. Oh, boy, oh, boy, as
our friend Nobby would probably say.” Holliday
unlocked one of the drawers in his desk and took out a thin folder. “Here’s her
dossier. You’d better take that home and keep it carefully. It’s got all the
stuff you need.” 


Johnny said: “All right. What’s the idea?” 


“Marcelline’s still alive.
She wasn’t a traitress, she was a German agent. And
she’s still in Paris.”


Johnny said nothing, but began to whistle softly under
his breath. 


Holliday said: “Take a look at this list and memorise
the names on it. That’s a list of the members of a Nazi I. section that’s gone
underground there; you’ll see Hilse von Hettering is on it… Well, that’s the only name on it we
know anything about. Take a look at the photographs in your folder.” 


Johnny did so without stopping his tuneless whistling.
He thought that he now had something to whistle about. 


The first photograph was of a slim, fair-headed young
woman of breath-taking beauty, dressed in the black uniform of a woman member
of the S.S.; the second showed the same girl in a bathing-costume poised on a
diving-board.


He said: “Well, well. You said I could keep these?”


“Hilse von Hettering,” said Holliday mirthlessly, “alias Marcelline
Gaston, le rossignol
to the Maquis. Keep those… and, by way of
exchange, get me the original, A. or D.” 


Johnny slid the folder into his inside coat-pocket and
said: “I thought you didn’t know this dame’s name.” 


“Oh, we know her real
name,” said Holliday, knocking the dottle from
his pipe. “But for all the good that is, she might as well be called Eliza Pigwhistle or Minnehaha. She’ll have a fourth alias we don’t know about… Give me one
of your fags, will you? I’ve run out.” 


Johnny emptied his cigarette-case on the desk without
taking his eyes from the photographs before him. He said, slowly: “There’s
something rather funny here. That flash on her S.S. cap went out of use in
1937, and they adopted the one they used through the war. How would you account
for that one?” 


Holliday said: “Thanks. What do you mean — what’s
funny? Those photographs were taken in 1936.” 


“That’s fine,” said Johnny. “I’ve got to look for a
woman agent somewhere in Paris on the strength of a photograph of a pretty girl
thirteen years old?”


“Eighteen,” said Holliday. “Born
1918. I must say she looks a well-developed thirteen, but I don’t know
much about these things, of course.” 


“The photographs, not the
girl, ass. Hasn’t it occurred
to you that people change in thirteen years? She’ll be an old hag with
spectacles and a gammy leg by now. Is this the most recent photograph you can
dig up?” 


“Most recent?” groaned Holliday. “Those are the only
damn two we can get, and we were
lucky at that. She won’t have changed all that much; that sort doesn’t. Ah! — the coffee. Thank you, my child.” 


Johnny shrugged resignedly as he took the coffee-cup.
He said: “Well, okay. But — it’s too easy, this one.” 


Holliday sipped at his coffee and said: “It’s not
quite as bad as all that. You’ll have something to work on; in fact, the
primary reason why I’m sending you to Paris is quite different; or, at least,
not obviously connected.” 


Johnny said: “Go ahead. Let’s have it.” 


“Leakages again,” said Holliday glumly. “From the Headquarters of Western Defence at Paris. That’s
how we know that this group’s getting busy.” 


He saw that Johnny was studying the list again and
waited. Eventually Johnny nodded and handed the list back. 


“Got them all?” asked Holliday. 


Johnny nodded. He said: “Whoever got that list did
quite a job of work.” 


“He certainly did. This group’s on the list of those
receiving financial support, so that means they’re engaged in actual
operations. I haven’t a doubt they’re responsible for this spot of trouble.” 


“This Mai Weill — she’s the
leader?” 


Holliday nodded. “She heads the list, anyway. Then Brunner, then Gorgeous Gertie on the
desk. The other four are presumably men. Honestly, Johnny, we don’t know
a damned thing about this group, and it’s got the high-ups worried, especially
in view of the fact that we’re sending some stuff over there soon in accordance
with our part in the Western Union.” 


“What sort of stuff?”


Holliday said: “Designs of the new Hamper P.I075 Jet
Fighter, to be built under license at the old Loire-et-Olivier works.” 


“Um!” said Johnny. “I don’t know much about that sort
of thing, you know. I guess it’s on the secret list all right?” 


Holliday snorted. He said: “Oh, don’t let’s be modest.
If any information about that thing leaks out the whole framework of the
Western Union’ll start to do the cachucha. When there
were leakages of a far less important type, the Dutch Government started
kicking up a fuss and the Communists raised up a yell
because they’d been blamed for it and half the staff at the place went on
strike and, putting it in a nutshell, we just sat back and wished the war was
still on. Which, in a way, it is.” 


Johnny said: “I suppose you want me to look after the
plans in the best tradition of modem spy fiction, huh?” 


Holliday said: “Well, not exactly.” 


“Pity,” said Johnny. “As soon as you mentioned le rossignol in
a hushed whisper, I thought it was going to be one of those stories. Still — can’t be helped.” 


“If you’ll dry up for a minute,” said Holliday
patiently, “I’ll tell you what I do want
you to do… Thank you. What I’m going to do is to let you play this on your own.
The Hamper specifications will be arriving in about a month’s time, and you can
bet the von Hettering crowd will do all they can to
get hold of them. You hang around in your celebrated stage-door-Johnny way and
nip it in the proverbial bud. And if you don’t — Kamchatka. Where men are men and women are
non-existent.” 


“Cute, ain’t he?” said
Johnny to an imaginary audience. “But he’s only kidding.” 


“Gawd!” said Holliday,
exploding. “Sometimes I wish I ran this outfit on Gestapo lines, shooting the
failures at dawn. Still — as I don’t, I’ll have to bear with you, I suppose.
Anyway, I want that group broken up somehow, and how you do it is your own
concern. I think your best line is through this piece of fluff decorating the
desk, but that’s your affair. All I know is that if they get the Hamper stuff
without your getting on to them, you’ve
slipped and you can go back to cleaning the latrines. I trust I make myself
clear?” 


Johnny picked up the photographs with care and placed
them beside the folder. He said: “Anybody I can use?” 


Holliday looked at him. “I’d rather you worked it
alone,” he said. “I’ve got three people over there, but I don’t want you to be
seen with them. Those three people are all known.” 


Johnny said: “An’ you think I’m not?” 


Holliday said: “I should think the Nazi I. boys know
your pan better than they know Winston Churchill’s. If you go there as you are,
I don’t think you’ve got a hope; once they’ve seen you, they’ll be on to you.” 


“Then what the hell —?”


Holliday said: “I’d like you to see Sammy this
afternoon.” 


There was a long silence. Then Johnny said: “Sammy?”


“Yes.” 


Johnny got up and walked across the room to where a
mirror was bolted to the wall. He looked into it for a long time, rubbing his
hand thoughtfully over his face. He said: “Well, that’s okay. It’s a good
idea.” 


Holliday said: “Sorry. It’s a bit of a jolt, but there
you are. It ought to be done, and it’s got to be, for your own good. You’ll
still be good-looking, you know; maybe better. After all, you’ve seen the work
Sammy does. It’s brilliant.” 


Johnny said: “Just the face?”


“That’s all.” 


Johnny’s face cleared. “That’s all right, then,” he
said. “I didn’t much like the idea of his giving me new fingertips and all that
— I’m a pianist of sorts. But a new face is all right. Me, I like a change.” 


“Good,” said Holliday, meaning it. “You’ll be paid the
usual, of course, though why anyone should pay for what’s really an act of kindness, beats me. Well, that’s all as far as I’m
concerned. You know where to find Sammy?” 


“Yeah.” 


“Three o’clock this afternoon. Take a suit-case with
you; it’ll take a good three weeks to heal up. Anything you want?” 


Johnny said: “Can I get Nicole on the ’phone here?”


Holliday raised one eyebrow, then picked up the
telephone and said: “Get me a private line to the Records Branch, please,
Section G. Ask for Mademoiselle Nicole.” Then to Johnny: “What’s the idea?” 


Johnny said: “If I’ve got to look for a needle in a
haystack, it’ll be a help to know where the haystack was seen last.” 


Holliday grimaced into the receiver and handed it
over. Johnny said: “Nicole? Hullo — how you doin’? This is Johnny… Feel like doin’
a little research for me?” He winked at Holliday and crushed out his cigarette
in the tray. “Yeah? Well, get this — the names and
addresses of any surviving members of the Diamond Group. That’s right. Diamond. If there are none at all, give me half a dozen
officers of the Larue Brigade. Yeah, I know it’s been disbanded… You haven’t?
Hell! Well, you should have! No, no — I’m not cross with you, chérie, how could I be? Just a bit peeved,
maybe. Just try the Diamond Group, then.” 


He placed his right hand over the mouthpiece and said:
“That’s bad. I may have to look over all France even to find someone who can
recognise this frill.” 


Holliday grunted and looked thoughtfully out of the
window. 


Fedora removed his hand and said: “Sure I’m here. You
got — how many? Two? That’s quick, anyway.” He slipped
a fountain-pen from his pocket. “Pierre Darreaux,
yes — where? Marseilles?
Hell!” He wrote furiously on a slip of Holliday’s note paper. “The other’s in
Paris? That’s more like it, Sugar. Go
on. Antoine… Gervais? Great! Oh, Captain Gervais.”
He folded the note and dropped it into his pocket. “Okay. Thanks, Nicole. I’ll
be seeing you again one of these days.” He replaced the telephone on the
receiver, and said: “Well, that’s all. Apart from the stuff.”



“I’ll send that round later when I’ve got your cover
story worked out,” promised Holliday. “You don’t have to worry about that. I’ll
see you again before you go, anyway.” 


“Hell!” said Johnny again, getting up. Then he
grinned. “You won’t,” he said. 


“Um! Nor will I. I’ll have a new
agent. How we do enjoy these macabre little jokes,” said Holliday cheerfully.
“Ah, well — cheerio, Johnny. Mind how you go.” 

















 


 

CHAPTER TWO 



 

ANTOINE decided while he was drinking his third cognac
that there was something peculiar about this party. Just what it was he didn’t
know, and because he didn’t know, he felt philosophical about the whole thing. The atmosphere was strained and Antoine, being
something of an expert in atmospheres, had noticed the fact; but he didn’t see
what he was supposed to do about it. 


He was, of course, vaguely surprised. Reunion parties
are proverbially boring and Antoine had come to this one expecting to be bored;
so much so that he definitely resented the vague telepathic communications that
were trying to persuade him that something unusual was afoot. He took another
cognac, sat down and relaxed. 


He was annoyed to find that after a minute had passed he was again watching the other members of the party as
closely as he had once watched the German sentries passing and repassing the wire cage of the concentration camp. The
comparison unsettled him slightly and he decided to give up fighting his premonitions.
He lit a Gauloise, trickled smoke from his mouth and
let his eyes move unostentatiously from one man to another, looking for some
concrete reason for his uneasiness. 


Everybody seemed to be behaving normally, or as
normally as one does behave at an officers’ reunion party. In the chair facing
him was Mariot, frowning perplexedly into his glass
and tapping the stem nervously with long, slim fingers. His fair, glossy hair
was brushed straight back from the high forehead and gleamed in the electric
light. Rambert was sitting on the arm of the same
chair, talking in a low voice about the Black Market and the best places to buy
clothing. Antoine smiled internally. Rambert hadn’t
changed much since the war. 


The Colonel had, though. Greyer, thinner in the face,
more nervous; he was standing by the door chewing the ends of his thin, grey
military moustache and looking straight at the opposite wall. Dupont was
getting a bit long in the tooth now, but still every inch a soldier; there were
seventy-five of them, Antoine remembered. Occasionally he murmured an answer to
the conversation of his companion, mainly in monosyllables; once he looked
round, saw Antoine regarding him and hurriedly looked away again. 


Antoine raised one eyebrow thoughtfully and sipped his
cognac – Pinot: from the War Crimes Commission; still tubby, unsmiling, yet
talkative; chubby in the face but with cool, unconcerned grey eyes that seemed
alarmingly incongruous, one never quite got used to them. And Delacroix: lean,
saturnine, mercilessly efficient, wearing on his lapel the insignia of the Croix de Guerre. Beautifully-tailored
clothes and a superb figure under them, broad-shouldered, with thin hips and a Gallically supple waist, the waist
of a professional athlete. 


Antoine reflected that he had never liked Delacroix;
wondered why not, and if it could be jealousy. When one’s own tummy consists
largely of oddly-assorted lengths of lead piping it is easy to be envious of a
waist like that. 


He shrugged and turned once more to the cognac bottle.
Pinot saw him turn out of the corner of his eye and said in a low voice:


“He’s watching us like a hawk, you know. I think he
suspects something.” 


Delacroix said appreciatively: “I think he senses it.
A most extraordinary man, that… I am sorry about this.” 


Dupont sighed. He said: “Yes. So are we all. But what
can one do? He deserves no sympathy.” 


Delacroix grunted. He said: “Well, let’s get it over,
then.” Dupont looked at him and then at Pinot. He nodded slowly. 


“Very well.” 


He walked forwards to the fireplace with the long,
slow pace of an infantryman; Rambert glanced up at
him and rose to his feet, followed by Mariot. Antoine
looked round casually, then also got up. Dupont
noticed that his eyes were surprised and had narrowed involuntarily, like a
cat’s; that his feet were apart and very slightly tensed. He thought that
Antoine knew what was coming and glanced warningly at Delacroix, leaning
against the door.


He rested his weight against the fireplace and coughed
once into the silence. 


“Well – gentlemen,” he said, “you
all, I think, know that this is more than the usual reunion dinner of the
officers of the late Dupont Brigade. You all know what we have to do this
evening and we have all agreed that it must be done.” 


He paused. Antoine said: “I haven’t the slightest idea, Colonel.”


Dupont looked at him dispassionately. He said:
“Haven’t you?” 


For perhaps twenty seconds they looked at each other, then Dupont continued in the same soft, even voice: “We have
recently learnt that five years ago you gave yourself up to the Germans and
volunteered information concerning our raid on the Duclos
Works. That’s all.” 


Antoine sat down again rather awkwardly and said: 


“This is interesting. Please go on, Colonel.” 


Dupont looked away from him towards Pinot, then said: “We all know what happened on the Duclos raid. The Boches were
waiting for us and blew hell out of us; but for that raid there’d be five other
officers here, all of whom were our friends; not to mention the Englishman,
Captain Gus. It was obvious that information had been given, but we did not
know – until two days ago – who had given it. That is why I called this
meeting.”


Antoine drew on his cigarette and said: “Am I supposed
to have given this information?”


Dupont said: “Didn’t you?” 


There was a long pause. Then Antoine said very slowly:
“God knows. I have always believed that I didn’t, but – anyway, the suggestion
that I gave myself up and volunteered the information is ridiculous.” 


Dupont said: “You’d better have a look at this. It’s
the translation from a German original. It’s perfectly clear.”


Antoine reached out and took the letter. It was
typewritten on a single sheet of notepaper and was unsigned:



 

SECRET.


28th
September, 1944.                                                                                             



From:
O.C. 9th S.S..  Bde. 


To:
O.C. Concentration Camp, Siegen. 


Antoine Emile Gervais.


Jean-Gustave Leblanc. 



 

“These men have recently surrendered to the Geheimstaatspolizei and have voluntarily given information
of the greatest value. They will be treated as privileged prisoners in
accordance with LB 7043/2, and may be sent under suitable escort to Camp
Headquarters at Marburg. ― Acknowledge.”



 

“The original signature,” said Dupont wearily, “was
that of Colonel Boehm. I’ve compared the writing with other documents bearing
Boehm’s signature and it’s genuine.” 


Antoine refolded the paper and handed it back. He was
puzzled and looked it. He said: “This is very strange.”


“Very,” agreed Dupont. “I was puzzled for some time as
to your motive for such an action, but Delacroix has provided one which I am
satisfied is correct… In fact, every one of us here agrees to your undoubted
guilt, and the only reason for this meeting is to hear what you have to say.”


Antoine sat back, surveying Dupont intently. “All I
have to say is that, in spite of that remarkable document, I didn’t volunteer
anything. As you know, they bashed me about so that I remember next to nothing
of what happened, and the idea has always been at the back of my mind that I might have talked. But to say that I
volunteered information, that I gave myself up to do so – that’s ridiculous…”


“Yet that letter does say that.”


“Maybe. But if anybody thinks I got privileged treatment at Siegen he’d better have a look at my tummy – that’s if my
face isn’t enough proof.”


Dupont looked at the thin face with the long white
scars across the forehead, at the broken nose and the unevenness of the bones
where Antoine’s jaw had been telescoped. He said: “You got what you deserved, Gervais. That letter was never sent; it was found in the
files at S.S. Headquarters when Jules here was investigating Boehm’s papers. At
that stage of the war the German communication system was badly disorganised,
even in Germany. Obviously, that letter didn’t get priority.” 


Antoine looked at Pinot. He said: “Is that right,
Jules?”


Pinot nodded. He said: “I’m afraid so. I’m responsible
for all this, Antoine.” 


Dupont said tersely: “You did your duty. This letter
explains a lot.” 


Antoine said: “Such as –?” 


“Why you were picked up by the Gestapo when nobody
could have told them where you were – except
you yourself. How the Boches knew as much about our plan of attack as we did. It
might even explain your association with le
rossignol before you joined us.” 


Antoine said quickly: “No!” Then: “None of us knew
what she was then. Not I, nor anyone else. That’s one thing I can deny outright.”


“Well,” said Dupont. “That’s a matter of no
importance. All that matters is that you had opportunity, means and motive to
give us away and that we have decided that you did so,” 


Antoine realised that his cigarette was burning his
fingers and stubbed it out carefully. He said: “What’s the motive supposed to
be? The Gaston woman?”


“There was another woman,” said Dupont, “and another
man, too. Lieutenant Picard was leading that attack,
as you very well remember.”


Antoine said very casually: “So he was. I begin to see
what you’re driving at.” 


Dupont said: “All right. We’ll leave it at that.” He
looked slowly round the room as if seeing it for the first time. “When we held
our meeting before Captain Gervais arrived,
gentlemen, we decided that the punishment should be, could only be, death. Have
any of you decided otherwise since then?


Pinot shifted uneasily from one foot to the other, but
remained as silent as the rest. Antoine looked quizzically from one face to
another, outwardly unconcerned, but inwardly not liking the situation at all. 


Dupont’s sudden exhalation of breath was almost like
an explosion in the stillness. 


“Very well,” he said. Then, more formally: “Captain Gervais, you have been court-martialled by your fellow
officers and found guilty of treason, for which crime you have been condemned
to death. From this particular Court, which I need hardly say is unofficial,
there is no appeal.


“I therefore suggest that you act in accordance with
the traditions of the French Army, and commit suicide in the manner becoming a
gentleman.” He took a light .32 pistol from his pocket and weighed it
tentatively in, his hand. “If you refuse, Captains Mariot
and Delacroix will take you into the garden and carry out the execution – which
will be considered by the police as suicide… In this way, the honour of both
the Dupont Brigade and of your wife and relations will be preserved. You
understand?” 


Antoine said wickedly: “You have never before
considered me slow on the uptake, Colonel.” 


Dupont said: “I have always before considered you as a
man of whose friendship I was proud and as a credit to the country I serve.
Whenever I have heard rumours I have ignored them. I am more
sorry than I can say that I have been proved wrong.”


“Thank you, Colonel. May I say that I, too, have
valued your friendship highly?… Now give me your
pistol.” 


There was a muffled click from the doorway, the click
of a safety-catch being pushed forwards. It was at once repeated from farther
along the wall. The pistols in the hands of Delacroix and Mariot
were levelled at Antoine’s chest. 


Dupont handed the pistol to Antoine. “You see how it
is,” he said, “no tricks. Delacroix and Mariot will
escort you into the garden and watch you carry out the operation.”


Antoine held the pistol in his left hand and looked at
the long blue steel barrel, pointing at the carpet. The safety-catch was
already off; he shrugged and pulled at the sleeve, pumping a round up into the
chamber. He looked again at Dupont, still leaning against the fireplace and staring
into the far corner of the room, and the pistol, held apparently negligently in
his left hand, casually aligned itself with a point high above Dupont’s head. 


He said: “No tricks, Colonel,” and threw his right arm
up until it was straight in front of him and shouted at the top of his voice: “Heil Hitler!”



Then shot the light out.


There was a pause of perhaps half a second before the
sharp crack of Delacroix’s pistol and the answering slam of Mariot’s.
You can move the hell of a long way in half a second – under certain
circumstances. Nevertheless, the whip of the first bullet fanned Antoine’s
wrist as he shot sideways; then he felt a staggering jolt of agony in the right
side as Mariot’s shot hit him. There was a second
shot from Delacroix; Antoine heard it smack into the wall behind him while he
was actually in mid-air. He went through the window with a splintering crash
that sounded to him like the end of the world, and fell blindly through the
darkness for fifteen feet. 


He landed heavily, did a Judo-roll
forwards and came up on his feet, still clutching the pistol in his left
hand. He stood doubled up for a second as the first wave of pain from the
bullet wound in his side really hit him, and heard through a fog of agony the
confused shouts and directions from the room above. Then he set off at a
shambling run across the lawn towards the garage, still bent double and
clutching at his side with a hand already dripping with blood. He was cursing
in a low but audible voice, a monotonous stream of monosyllables without a
second’s pause in between them; but, oddly enough, he was happier than he had
been at any time since the commencement of the Dupont Brigade’s reunion party.


He had been the last arrival – which fact no longer
surprised him – and his car was at the end of the line that was drawn up at the
side of the gravel drive. It was facing outwards, too; pointing towards the
road, for which trifling circumstance Antoine felt more grateful than anything
else in his life. He reached it; stood leaning against the door panting and
sobbing, then dragged it open and pulled himself inside with an effort of the
will rather than of the muscles. He leaned forwards, resting his head against
the dashboard, and fumbled with the ignition key until he felt, rather than
heard, the engine throb into life. 


His head was on the dashboard and he couldn’t move it.
He wrestled frantically with the muscles of his neck, but the dashboard was as
comfortable as a pillow and his head had decided to stay there; the instruments
straight before his eyes were reeling to and fro in a fantastic Dance of the
Hours. He began to cry because he couldn’t move his head; he felt in some
extraordinary way that it had let him down. 


Then there was a muffled crack from somewhere behind
and an angry spang as the bullet leapt away from the
metalled chassis. The reflex lifted up his head and tensed his shouder-blades unbearably, and the next second the car was
rolling forward and gathering momentum. From far behind came a fusillade of
shots that whistled past him and rattled against the car before singing off
into the night – then he was past the house gates, touching one of the posts
and knocking it slightly sideways; had turned into the road; and the bumbling
of the motor had changed into a confident roar. The hedges to either side began
to gather speed until they were flashing past him like tracer-bullets at
midnight. 


Now that Antoine’s head was up, everything was
infinitely better; his vision, always good, was clearing, and when he glanced
down at the instrument-board the dials were still; slightly misty, true, but
still. He was driving automatically, as a lorry-driver drives in his sleep, but
control of his muscles had returned. After a few moments’ experimentation he
found those that were tensing his shoulder-blades, relaxed them, and felt
almost comfortable. He began to consider his next move. 


He had not much doubt that he was being pursued; but
his car was a beauty and, providing he lasted out the trip, he should gain on
the pursuit all the way to Paris. But he was equally sure that Paris meant not
safety, but further danger. He was widely known there and, once the word that
he was a traitor had gone round the Maquisard
grape-vine, he estimated his chances of survival there as about a hundred to one.
He remembered what had happened to Cadell last year;
two days after the news had gone round that he had worked with the Germans, his
bullet-riddled body had been fished out of the Seine. The police had made no
arrest, of course. It was nothing but the innate instinct of self-preservation
that had made him get out of Dupont’s house as he had
done; that, and the feeling that there was something fishy about the entire
business. Sooner or later, he supposed, they were bound to get him, but if he
played it carefully, something might be
done about this situation. 


Dupont’s house. It was situated less than a mile north of Melun; Antoine had driven straight out on to the Paris road
purely through instinct, and he now wished vaguely that he had not done so. The
first step was obviously to get rid of the car where it would not be found for
some little time…


Yes, he knew the place. That was the plan of action,
then. That was all right. 


He decided to carry out an inventory of his wounds; he
was soaking wet, but he was by no means certain what was
sweat and what was blood. The cloth around his hips was clammy and was
beginning to cake around the ache in his right side; that was blood all right,
but not very much of it. There was a good deal more blood on the floor of the
car, and his right hand was wet with it. He discovered that it was trickling
down his forehead from a minor cut just below the commencement of his hair. 


Exploring his arm with more care, he found a great
gash in the sleeve below the elbow and a three-inch cut in the flesh, which, he
now realised, had been throbbing painfully all the while. The rest, he
concluded, was sweat. He found a handkerchief with a tremorless
left hand and forced it inside his shirt as near as he could get to the
bullet-hole; licked his lips and settled down to driving as fast as he dared.
It was essential that he reached his destination before he lost too much blood.
The broken glass of the window was likely to do more harm than the bullet-wound
itself. 


Antoine began to study the sides of the road, looking
for the by-path that he had in mind as a refuge. It was, he remembered, just
the other side of a tiny village, the name of which he had forgotten. One day
in 1944, in the summer, he and a friend had driven there, had had an enormous
country meal, free from the food restrictions of war-time Paris; then had
turned down the cart-track that wound away from the road and had spent the
night there. A single nightingale in the depths of that wood had sung for hours
on end – a love-song that, if he’d had any sense, he’d have recognised as the
clearest of warnings. He smiled ironically as he remembered his companion, Marcelline Gaston. Le rossignol, in fact. The owner
of the village estaminet had known
they were members of the Diamond Group and nothing had been too good for them.
And le rossignol,
she had been too good for him in a completely different sense… A spasm of
pain ran up his spine and tightened his sardonic grin to a stiff and agonised rictus. 


God! he thought, this isn’t
good. He clenched his hands so that the knuckles were white on the
steering-wheel, felt another spasm coming up from his stomach and flowing over
him… Not nearly so good. Blast that bullet. 


He fumbled inside his shirt and pulled out the
handkerchief, now sticky and soaking red. He looked down at it and saw that his
right thigh was also red, the cloth of the trouser-legs dripping with the blood
that it had previously concealed. It was worse than he had imagined. 


He stared out of the windshield again, at the road,
black in the head-lamps and blotched occasionally with the white blurs that
were insects flashing by. He looked at the dashboard clock and noted the time:
eleven forty-seven. He wished he had noticed the time when he had started, so
that he would have some rough idea of how far he had travelled. The village
was, he knew, some twelve miles from Dupont’s house, and he had already covered
what seemed like a hundred. 


Then, even while he was calculating, he saw the pale,
luminous glow of a farmhouse wall in the headlights and knew that he was there.



He went through the village at fifty miles an hour and
did not slow up until he was well clear of all the houses. Then he began to
search feverishly for the cart-track on the right-hand side of the road; in
daylight he would have known exactly where to turn, but the darkness was
deceptive. He had cruised up the road for some three hundred yards before he
saw the ruts turning off the road on to the track that he was looking for. Then
he swung the steering-wheel over and turned the car on to the side-road. 


He had forgotten how terribly rough the track was. The
first jolt made his stomach turn over and brought sweat to his forehead and to
the palms of his hands; then he was in the ruts and half a minute of agony,
which he afterwards compared to the efforts at fraternisation of the Siegen Gestapo. All the time he was trying to reach the
switch to turn off the headlamps, but his hand was wandering aimlessly in the
air as if independent of bodily control. At the top of the lane, where it
twisted to the left, was an enormous clump of bushes; with what was the
equivalent of a dying effort, he trod on the accelerator and headed the car
into the midst of the thicket. It went in with a noise like a rogue-elephant on
the rampage, advanced some ten yards through angrily whipping brambles, then
stopped with the engine roaring defiantly. 


Antoine stopped the car and switched off the
headlights, then managed to push the door open enough to get his head out. At
least, he only meant to put his head out; but somehow his body overbalanced and
he fell forwards, hitting the door-handle with his elbow as he went, and
landing on his face and shoulders. He lay there and was hopelessly, miserably
sick. He was aware of nothing but the vomit streaming from his mouth and nose,
and of the fact that his head was attached to his body by the thinnest
imaginable thread of what felt like catgut. His eyes were tightly closed, but
even behind his eyelids the world was rolling over and over in an incredible
spatial parabola and he was rolling with it. 


He returned to full consciousness only when his ears
picked up the angry thrum of a high-powered engine far off in the night; and he
felt sufficiently recovered to crawl the few yards towards the edge of the thicket
that gave him a clear view of part of the road. He lay there breathing heavily
and focusing his eyes with some difficulty on the black outline of the road;
then the growl of the approaching car suddenly increased to a roar and it shot
past, the head-lamps cleaving a path of dazzling light across the country. 


Antoine saw in the dimly-lit interior the faces of
Delacroix, hunched in the driving-seat, and of Colonel Dupont beside him, both
frozen in attitudes of impossible immobility. Almost before the wind of the car
had ceased to disturb the leaves on the hedge there came an answering snarl as Mariot’s four-seater flashed into
sight, Mariot driving, with Rambert
and a shadowy Pinot in the back seat. Then it vanished like a breath of air,
leaving only a dying murmur that faded imperceptibly into the quiet rustling of
the night. 


Antoine gave a triumphant little chuckle and pushed
himself up on to one elbow. After a painful attempt to turn round and crawl
backwards to the car, he levered himself right over and lay on his back, so
that the trellis of the thicket was directly in front of his eyes, silhouetted
against the frosty stillness of the summer stars; all of which seemed to Antoine
to be also lying on their backs, floating idly in a sky of midnight blue. He
chuckled again at the thought and closed his eyes. He felt incredibly peaceful…


When I have lain here a little longer, he thought, I
must get up and make tracks. By to-morrow morning I’ll be a marked man, with
half France after me; so to-night I’ll have to find my hide-out,
and it will have to be a good one. Where can I go now?…


No idea. He yawned. Here’s as good as anywhere. Nobody
knows of this spot but me; just me and le
rossignol and Picard
and one or two other rough diamonds – and they’re all dead except me. Even Marcelline. Even Picard… 


Yes. That was a nasty thing. 


There was another woman, and another man, too.
Lieutenant Picard was leading that attack, as you
very well remember. God, as I very well remember. God, if I could only have
forgotten! 


… Who was leading this attack, Captain?


… Who is leading this attack, Captain? 


Then the blow in the face,
the brutal blow and the blood trickling, and the hardness of the stone
flagstones on the face.
Then the questions again: Who is leading this attack? – When is this attack –
How many men? – What armaments? – Who? – Why? – What? – When? – Where? – and all the time no answer.


No answer, or was there? Yes, I’d give anything to
know the answer to that one. If I had, no one would blame me, surely? But I didn’t.
I’m sure I didn’t. I didn’t give away Picard. He was
my friend before he was my rival. – Hell! – He was my friend all the time. If
Dupont told Simone that, showed her that letter, would
she believe him?


She said when I came back that it was I she always
loved, never Picard, never any of the others, only
me; and we were married within a month. But would she believe that I, that I, would do a
thing like that…


He opened his eyes then and saw her standing over him,
her profile remote yet clear in the starlight.


She said: “Darling, I knew you were here.”


He cleared his throat with a little rasp. He said:
“Has Dupont seen you yet? Tell me.”


“Of course,” she said. “A  long time ago. I know all about it.”


“He told you… that I gave away Gustave
to the Boches, Gustave and
all our friends, because I wanted him out of the way, because I was jealous of
him, him and you. Was that what he told you?”


She was smiling now. “Yes,” she said.


“You don’t believe him?”


“No, of course not,” she said. She bent lower so that
a wisp of her hair brushed his face. “I would never believe anything bad of
you, sweetheart, especially not from those men, they who are all jealous of you… I’m very conceited, aren’t I?”


He laughed softly. “Very. The letter
– what about the letter?”


“I don’t know. I can’t understand that letter. I can’t
understand anything of this matter except that I love you! Antoine, you must
find out what this letter is about, why it was written. Then no one will accuse
you of such things.”


Of course, that was the thing to do. Skulking in
hiding would lead to nothing. He said: “I’ll find out, somehow.”


She said: “Yes, darling, find out. I’ll wait for you.
But I must go now. Good-bye.”


She stood up and, as Antoine reached out for her, was
gone. Even as he sat up to look for her, he felt his eyes closing and the night
was more peaceful than before.


He slept quietly with his head in the ditch and the
blood slowly clotting in the wound –  slept and did not dream any more.
















CHAPTER THREE



 

IT was the sun that eventually awoke Antoine, the sun
glaring into his eyes and the distant sound of church bells from the village.
He opened his eyes, screwing them up against the sunlight, and for a moment lay
still, considering his position. From his Maquisard
days he had retained the function of knowing, as he woke up, exactly where he
was and what he was doing, and the discovery that his head was resting in an
inch of slime and that his whole body was aching intolerably occasioned him no
surprise. His first action was to sit upright and to examine with some care the
wound in his side.


The bullet had passed just beneath the bottom rib and
had come out on a level with the hip-bone; but had not, apparently, touched it.
It was obviously a flesh wound, unpleasant and painful, but already clotting
and presenting no surgical problems. Antoine gently replaced his shirt, stiff
as cardboard with dried blood, and got to his knees preparatory to crawling
back to the car. It was then that he heard the twig snap.


He twisted sideways and lay in the shadow of the
nearest bush, straining the stiffness in his side. He remembered that his
pistol was still in the car where he had dropped it, cursed silently and
glanced at his wrist watch. It was still going, and the hands indicated five
minutes past twelve.


He wondered how they had got on to his hiding-place so
quickly. He should have started earlier; he had not meant to go to sleep at
all, but even so – it was almost as if they had known where to look.


Then he heard a voice, so close that it almost made
him jump.


“Monsieur Gervais. Where are
you?”


It was a woman’s voice, and for a second Antoine
thought that it was Simone – that he was still dreaming, Then
he saw through a gap in the leaves the hem of a plum-coloured skirt and the
brown sheen of a silk stocking, and heard the voice again.


“Captain Gervais – I’m a
friend. I haven’t got a gun. If you’re here, will you come out?” 


It wasn’t Simone. He didn’t know who the hell it was.
But it was someone who knew where to find him.


Then the skirt vanished from sight and twigs crackled
underfoot again. Antoine attempted to wriggle forward, but realised it was
impossible without breaking the bullet-wound open. Then he saw the skirt again,
ten feet away; beneath it were brown shoes, cut very low, and above it a pale
silk blouse. Only the girl’s face was hidden. 


He said quickly: “Stand still and don’t move. I’ve got
a gun and I’m feeling rather nervous.”


The brown shoes stayed still. Then the girl’s hands
moved upwards and out of sight. 


Antoine moved, crouching, clear of the bush; he
slipped one hand into his coat-pocket and pointed a finger in the approved
gangster fashion. Even that, he
thought, might work with a girl. He stood upright, pushed through an overhanging
branch and faced her. He said: “Who are you and what do you want – if those
aren’t personal questions?” 


Two friendly grey eyes surveyed him perplexedly. She
said: “I’m Marie-Andrée Duveyrier
and I don’t want anything in particular. But you look as if you might be hurt.”



Antoine said: “I feel
as if I might be hurt. But why should that worry you?” 


She shrugged and smiled. “Feminine
curiosity.”


“Oh, quite. Are you alone?” 


“Yes, I rely on you not to take advantage of the
fact.”


“I’m not in a position to take advantage of anything,
even if I did not consider the fact,” said Antoine courteously, “almost
incredible. Putting compliments aside for a moment, you knew my name. How?” 


“I found your car. Your wallet was on the floor, also
a gun of some kind and rather more blood than I’m accustomed to seeing in
people’s cars. I was afraid you’d be dead in the bushes.” 


“Assuming that to be true,” said Gervais
thoughtfully, “you’ve got considerable nerve, young lady.” 


The girl said: “Not really. I’ve heard your name
before. You were awarded the Croix de
Guerre last year, I believe.” 


“Quite correct. You must read the papers closely.” 


“I’m a reporter.” 


“A reporter, eh?” said Antoine, amused. “Well, I’ll
give you the story some other time, if I may. I must go now.” 


“Oh, no,” said the girl, “I must hear all about this.
I’m interested. And you ought to have a doctor quickly.” 


“Yes, yes. If you step slightly to one side I can get
past.”


The girl said: “Captain, Gervais,
I told you a lie just now. I said that I hadn’t a gun. I have yours. Look.” 


The hand holding it was remarkably steady. 


“And you,” she continued, “lied to me. You haven’t got
a gun, Captain. I really think I shall have to hear all about this.” 


Antoine said: “Um.” He looked the girl slowly up and
down. The outfit she was wearing made her appear astonishingly young, but her
forehead was intelligent and the eyes, though still
warm and friendly, were far from young – they were eyes that had seen things.
Her general appearance was such as to encourage looking up and down almost to
infinity. Antoine saw the dark provocative curl dipping over the left cheek and
shrugged. He said: 


“All right. What do you suggest?” 


“My car’s on the track here. I suggest we get in…  By the way, don’t come any nearer than that,
will you? You look the type to rob an innocent girl of her firearms… We’ll
drive into Paris, get you a doctor, and you can tell me what happened on the
way.” 


Antoine said: “I’d like to oblige you; but if I’m to
be killed, I should like you to do it now. The Maquis
are after me.” 


The girl said slowly: “Oh, so that’s it!” 


“For betraying them to the Boches
during the war,” he added grimly. “I’ve no doubt it’ll all be in your paper
tomorrow.” 


“Did you do that?” 


Antoine said: “No, I didn’t. Unfortunately, they have
what looks suspiciously like proof that I did.”


“I see,” said the girl. “That naturally makes things
difficult. What is this proof? Let’s have it from the beginning. Please sit
down if you want to.” 


Antoine did want to; standing up for even so short a
time was making his head swim. He sat down on the ground and the girl sat
cross-legged five feet away, resting the butt of the pistol on her right knee.
He rested his back against the bole of a shrub and, after a moment’s
reflection, gave a reasonably lucid account of the events of the preceding evening.
Half-way through the narration she threw him a cigarette and watched him while
he lit it. 


“That was all,” he finally concluded. “I just bawled
out ‘Heil Hitler!’
and was through the window before they’d recovered from their surprise. Almost before,” he corrected himself
ruefully, “I drove off and hid here.” 


She was silent for a few seconds considering his
statement. Then she said: “What are you planning to do?” 


Antoine said: “I don’t know. I hope to find out the
truth about that letter somehow, why Boehm wrote it and what happened to it
afterwards. It makes quite a problem.” 


She nodded and said: “I’m inclined to believe you, for
some curious reason. It sounds to me like the truth.” 


“It’s the truth, yes. The thing is to prove it.
Somehow I must get in touch with Boehm before the others catch me again.” 


“I see. Well, your best way of getting in touch with
Boehm is to let the others get hold
of you. He was executed last month.” 


Antoine whistled softly to himself. “That complicates
matters.” 


“It does, rather,” agreed the girl. She reversed the
pistol in her hand and held it out to him, butt first. “Here’s your pistol.” 


Antoine took it and slipped it into his pocket with a
“Thank you.” 


“Look,” said the girl thoughtfully. “Your plans seem
to me to be a trifle vague. I suggest you drive back to Paris with me and lie
up for a bit. Our reporter from the War Crimes Commission is coming back in a
few days and there’s a chance that he may be able to give you some line on this
matter. What do you think?” 


Antoine shook his head. “No,” he said, “they’ll be on
the look-out for me in Paris. Besides… I look rather
conspicuous, if you see what I mean.” 


“You look an absolute wreck. They won’t find you if I
put you up, though. There’s no connection between us.” 


Antoine looked at her curiously. “Why should you do a
thing like that?” 


The girl said: “I’m not quite sure. Except that there
may be a scoop in this, that I believe you’re not a traitor and that I like
you. How about it?” 


Antoine placed the cigarette in his mouth and took
three long drags before replying. 


“Very well. I’ll come with you until my wounds have healed up
enough to permit me free movement again, and then I’ll leave… I need hardly say
how grateful I am. I only hope this won’t cause any trouble for you.” 


The girl stood up. “I don’t see how it can, providing
you stay put.” 


Antoine said: “Yes. If we are careful, everything
should be all right.” He stood up, swaying slightly from side to side.


“Here. Take my arm. My car’s only a few yards away,
behind the bushes. Can you make it all right?”


“Of course,” said Antoine, annoyed. 


They moved slowly forwards, Antoine walking stiffly
but erect; passed round the clump of bushes and over to Marie-Andrée’s car. It was a Citroën
saloon, navy blue in colour, with a press label on the left of the, windscreen.



Antoine said: “What on earth brought you up here?”


“Operation D,” said the girl smiling wickedly. “A
friend of mine owns a farm at the other end of this track, and he lets me have
butter, eggs and so forth – a very valuable friendship. I saw your car buried
in the brush as I was driving down. A purely fortuitous encounter, you see.” 


Antoine grunted. 


“Lie down on the back seat,” said Marie-Andrée peremptorily. “When we get near to Paris you’d
better pull the rug over you. Get in, quickly.” 


Antoine opened the door and got in. The plush of the
upholstery looked extremely tempting. He curled himself up in the corner with
his head resting against the far window-ledge. 


“Good’” The girl got into the
driving-seat and slammed the door after her. “I’ll drive as slowly as I can and
try not to bump you. This is rather a lousy stretch of road.” 


Antoine said: “Yes, I’m well aware of that.” 


“The great thing,” she said, “is not to bleed on the
upholstery.” She let in the clutch as she spoke, and rolled the car forwards
down the incline. 


The jolting began at once, but there was none of the
agony of the preceding journey. It was merely acutely uncomfortable. The girl
was a good driver and was picking out the best of the track with some care.
After less than a minute, she swung the wheel over and Antoine felt the
smoothness of the main road under the tires. 


After perhaps five minutes of silence, broken only by
the quiet bumping of the engine, Antoine turned his head slightly sideways and
moved his shoulder to a more comfortable supporting position. Three feet away
he could see the back of the girl’s head, her hair attractively dishevelled by
the wind that was entering by the side window; the side of her face was just
visible, with the indentation beside the eyes and the firm swell of the
cheek-bone. He noticed the smooth but determined line of the jaw with approval
and said: 


“You seem to be very much of a creature of impulse.
Are you always that way?” 


He saw from the movement of her cheek that she was
smiling. She said: “Surely that needn’t concern us yet.” 


“I don’t know the answer to that one,” said Antoine.
“If I say ‘yes’, it’ll be impudent; if I say ‘no, rather not’, it’ll be
ungrateful. Let’s change the subject. “


“All right. You’re married, I believe?” 


“Yes, I am.”


“I’ll try to get word through to your wife that you’re
safe. But I don’t think you should try to contact her; they’re bound to be
watching your house. Do you agree?” 


Antoine said: “Yes, entirely.” 


“As soon as we get to my flat, you’d better have a
bath and go to bed.” she continued. “I’ve got to be at the office at two
o’clock and I shall have to leave you almost at once. You must take what you
want to eat if you feel hungry; don’t, on any account, go out to buy anything.
I’ll try to pick up some pyjamas and so forth this afternoon – incidentally,
you could do with a shave.” 


One of Nature’s planners, thought Antoine. 


“Is there any doctor you can trust to have a look at
that wound of yours?” 


“I can’t think of one,” said Antoine. “It’s only a
flesh wound and I don’t think it really needs a doctor; if it’s clean, it’ll
heal itself in no time.” 


“All right,” said Marie-Andrée.
“We’ll give it couple of days to see how it heals; but if it gets septic,
you’ll have to have a doctor.”         . 


Antoine said: “Yes, I agree to that.” He raised
himself on his elbow to look out of the window. “We’re making very good time.
Where in Paris do you live?” 


“The Avenue Henri Martin. Almost opposite the Porte de la Muette.”


“I know it,” said Antoine, relaxing in the seat again.
He was once more beginning to feel sleepy. “Very near to my restaurant. You
know the ‘Méridien’, on the Avenue Victor Hugo?…  Mine.” 


“I didn’t know you were a restaurateur,” she said. “That gives me an added incentive, doesn’t
it? If you ever get out of this mess, you can give me free meals for life.” 


Antoine yawned. He said: “I think I’ll have a nap.
Tell me when to hide under the rug.”


She nodded, concentrating on her driving. Antoine
rested his head on his right arm and went once more to sleep; while the car traveled at forty miles an hour along the road to Paris.

















 

CHAPTER FOUR 



 

ROSTAND’S stands on one side of the Avenue Hoche, not far from the Place de l’Etoile.
Inside Rostand’s was Johnny Fedora, sitting at a corner
table and reading the morning paper; and inside Johnny was the greater part of
three glasses of Pernod. Johnny was doing some hard thinking
which – as was usually the case – meant that he was doing some very hard
drinking, as well. 


The paragraph in the paper that had so excited his
curiosity was a small, single-column comment that was headed: “Gervais Still Missing.” It stated briefly and succinctly
that Captain Antoine Gervais, wanted by the police on
a charge of collaboration with the Nazis, was still unapprehended
five days after his vanishing from a party and the subsequent demand for his
arrest by ex-officers of the Dupont Brigade of the F.F.I. This was not in
itself news to Johnny, for some information on the matter had been sent to him
by the invaluable Nicole; information that he had examined carefully before
proceeding to Paris by air that morning. He had then gone straight to Rostand’s and, having established an entente cordiale with the hotel’s liquor, was now considering his
next move with the care of a swimmer about to dive into a pool from which he
knows all the water has been emptied. 


His choice of Rostand’s as
his headquarters was not arbitrary. During the war that hotel had been the
meeting-place of two large groups of francs-tireurs, and was still the centre of the Communist
grapevine that had been built round the old Maquisard’s
hotel, and its patrons were almost entirely ex-partisans. It was above all the
place for finding out what old so-and-so was doing now, for the retelling of tall
stories of impossible exploits against La
Geste or one’s personal smuggled-airman yarn.
There were bound to be there several of the men who had known Johnny in the
days when le Fedora had ranked almost
as a legend in the Maquis; and Johnny, equipped with
a new face by one of the greatest plastic surgeons in Europe, was anxious to
test its efficiency… There was also a secondary, almost a subconscious, reason;
and it was the ramifications of this that he was endeavouring to work out. 


Eventually he finished his drink, rose from the table
and passed into the vestibule. He walked over to the reception-desk and said
pleasantly: 


“A single room, please, preferably on the first floor.
I shall be staying for a week, perhaps more.” 


The reception clerk glanced at him with some
curiosity, but replied courteously that such a room was indeed available and
that he would be pleased to do monsieur’s pleasure.


Johnny said: “Thank you. My luggage will be arriving
later in the afternoon. Perhaps you will see that it is sent up to my room.” 


“Certainly, m’sieur,” agreed
the clerk. “I shall see to it personally.”


Johnny nodded and reached for the register. He took a
fountain-pen from his breast-pocket and signed in his clearest handwriting: 


“Pierre Darreaux. French. Marseilles.” 


The clerk swivelled the book around adroitly and
glanced at the signature. “Ah!” he said, enlightened. “Welcome to Rostand’s, Monsieur Darreaux. We
have heard of you, of course, but I believe this is the first time you have honoured
us by staying here… Your key, m’sieur.
The room number is twenty.”


Johnny said: “Thank you, thank you. You’re right. I
have seen little of Paris for some years. This will be a pleasant excursion.” 


“But naturally,” said the clerk. He seemed disposed to
be talkative. “It is terrible to think so many of your friends are gone – the
Diamond Group, wasn’t it?” 


“You must have a remarkable memory,” said Johnny.


“Ah, m’sieur! In this place one continues to live the old days. I
myself, now, I was a partisan in the area of the Bois de Boulogne.
Every day I see my old friends here, my comrades-in-arms – but your group, now,
that is very different. All dead, I believe, except for Monsieur Auguste – but I am forgetting, he joined the F.F.I. and was
killed later, is that not so?… And, of course, Antoine
Gervais; you must have read about Antoine in the
papers? Sad, incredibly sad – a man so much admired.” 


Johnny said: “Strangely enough, I chanced to read the
news in my paper this morning. Frankly, I find it unbelievable.” 


“There! What would you? They say that his guilt has
been proved beyond all doubt. Certainly the order has gone round that he is to
be brought in – m’sieur will not deceive himself as
to the meaning of that. So far,
however, he appears to have made his escape.” 


“You think that likely?” asked Johnny. 


“So far, m’sieur! So far! I have no doubt that he will be found as the rest have been
found. Only if he leaves the country will he be safe, and that is, as you know,
difficult.” 


Johnny nodded. 


“Difficult,” repeated the clerk. “Now, if you will
excuse me, m’sieur” – he smiled professionally – “my
duties.” 


Johnny said: “Of course. Thank you for your
attention.” 


The clerk bowed and Johnny walked over to the
telephone in the corner of the room. As he went he saw out of the corner of his
eye the clerk turn again and whisper something to the pageboy, and he smiled to
himself. In a few hours’ time the news that Pierre Darreaux
was staying in Paris would be widely known – widely enough, perhaps, for some
result. 


He picked up the telephone directory and flipped
through the pages to the Gs. After a moment’s searching he discovered the name
he was looking for, and the address was 9, Avenue Montagu.



That meant a brisk walk down the Champs-Elysées, and
Johnny, still a trifle cramped after the air journey, felt in the mood for one.
He tapped his hat a shade more firmly on to his head and made for the door.



 

The flat in the Avenue Montagu
was on the ground floor, was well-decorated outside and was just clear of the
hum of traffic around the Place de l’Alma. Johnny
paused for a moment outside to take stock of the surroundings, then walked up
the steps and pressed the bell. From a long way off he heard an answering
tinkle, muffled as if by a dozen luxurious carpets, and after a pause a contradictory
tap of high heels on the floor as someone came to the door. Johnny removed his
hat and made a somewhat abortive attempt to straighten his tie. He hoped he was
looking respectable and trustworthy, for if ever he had needed his celebrated
charm of manner he felt that this was the moment. 


Then the door-handle rattled and the door swung easily
open. 


“Er –” said Johnny
ingratiatingly, surveying the figure that stood neatly framed in the entrance. 


She was surprisingly tall, and from the advantage of a
single step, her eyes were on a level with his own.
They were green in colour and were brought into prominence by high, gently
curving cheek-bones, partly concealed by masses of loose, wavy, brown hair.
Johnny was exhilarated to notice behind those eyes the faint flicker of mildly
curious approbation that he had seen frequently before, but his pleasure was
mixed with a vague apprehension of his own conceit. After all, it was not at
Johnny that this decidedly attractive woman was looking, but at a stranger miraculously
equipped with Johnny’s figure and hands, yet with a different face. How very
strange it all was…


“Yes?” asked the woman, effectively cutting short
these speculations. 


“Er
– yes. You are Madame Gervais?” 


“Yes, I’m Simone Gervais.
What can I do for you?” 


“I should much appreciate a few moments’ conversation
with you, madame – concerning your husband.” . 


“Oh!” she said sharply. Johnny saw her eyes move
restlessly across the street. “Yes. Will you come in?” 


“Most kind,” murmured Johnny. He stepped inside the
house and pushed the door to behind him. 


“This way, please,” said Simone, walking down the
corridor. 


Johnny followed her, noting as quickly as he could the
details of her appearance that had escaped him. She was wearing a powder-blue
housecoat with a complete absence of trimmings, sun-tan silk stockings and
high-heeled court shoes. Her figure was magnificent – nails lightly varnished,
small filigree earrings – scent, yes, what kind he didn’t know. He liked it,
though. Wedding ring on the conventional finger, no
jewellery. Lipstick almost certainly Chen Yu. Touches of rouge, perhaps – eyelashes, no. Naturally black.


He turned into a sitting-room on the right of the
corridor, followed her across the carpet and sat down in the chair she indicated.
She walked across to the window, picked up a box of cigarettes and brought them
across to him. Johnny, watching her closely, decided that he hadn’t been the
first to notice that figure. She knew quite a lot about it herself. 


He took a cigarette and said: “Where are they?”


She said: “‘They?’ Who do you
mean?” 


“The people watching the house,” said Johnny. “Down
there you glanced across the street when you let me in, and now we’re here the
first thing that you do is take a look out of the window. You mustn’t let this
little affair get on your nerves, you know.” 


“You’re an observant type.”


“Yes. I see, for instance, that you’d like a light for
your cigarette. Here you are. On the other hand, I didn’t notice anyone hanging
around outside here, so, unless you know there’s
somebody there, I should forget all about it.” 


Simone leant forward to light her cigarette, then
leant back again and crossed her legs. She said: “It’s nice of you to try to
cheer me up, but there’s somebody out there all right. They’re keeping an eye
on this place. And, in any case, you don’t look to me like a member of a
Charitable Institution devoted to the Consolation of Worried Wives. What is your worry?” 


Johnny said: “I want to find Antoine Gervais.” 


She blew out a thin trail of smoke and smiled, rather
unconvincingly. She said: “So would quite a lot of people, as you seem to have
noticed. I’m afraid I don’t know where he is.” 


Johnny said: “That’s a pity. It’s most important that
I find him, and – if you’re interested – I’m not looking for him for the same
reason as those others.” 


Simone contemplated the end of her cigarette; she
seemed about to say something, but changed her mind. She looked up at Johnny
again. 


“I knew Antoine a long time ago. My name, by the way,
is Darreaux – Pierre Darreaux.”



“I’ve heard of you.”


“Yes. I had hoped Antoine might have mentioned my name
to you. You will know, then, that I have no connection with the Dupont Brigade,
and certainly have no wish to see your husband dead. I owe him my life.” 


“That,” she said, “I have never heard.” 


“No? Well, perhaps not. Antoine is not one to boast,
as you know; nevertheless, it is a fact,” lied Johnny. “And obligations must be
paid. That is why I am here.” 


She stood up again and leant against the mantelpiece,
still watching him with those cold sea-green eyes. She said: “You’re not a
Frenchman, are you?” 


“I certainly am.”


“That’s strange. You speak French with the slightest
of accents, one that I can’t put a name to. You have the Provençal
accent, of course – I don’t mean to be rude – but there is something else. It’s curious.” 


Johnny said: “I spent my childhood in England, you
know, and it seems to have affected my accent. You’re by no means the first to
notice that.” 


“You speak English?” 


“Fairly well,” said Johnny modestly. 


She said in English: “And what part of England did you
live in?” 


Johnny raised one eyebrow and smiled. He said in the
same language: “So you’re a linguist, too. How many of these – er – tests do I have to pass?”


“I suppose this conversation bears more than the usual
resemblance to a fencing-match,” she said moodily. She had returned to French,
for which Johnny was grateful; it is not easy to speak one’s own language with
a convincing foreign accent, and this woman seemed to have an alarmingly true
ear for a false stress. “I don’t even know why it’s taking place. I’m sorry
that I can’t help you, but I honestly don’t know where my husband is. And in
any case, he seems to be looking after himself with his usual competence. I
don’t think you could be of much assistance to him.” 


Johnny said: “I’m pretty competent myself.” 


“Yes, I can believe that. You know, you remind me of
my husband. Very quiet and placid, soft voice and all that,
with something underneath that you can never quite make out. I suppose
you’re something of a success where women are concerned?” 


“I don’t seem to be making much headway at the
moment.” 


“Yes, you are. Again like my husband… I like you,
Monsieur Darreaux, and I think I might trust you. Not
too far, but a little. Would you like to reciprocate?”


Johnny said: “I don’t quite follow you.” 


“Tell me the real reason why you’re looking for
Antoine.” 


Johnny was amazed to find himself giving this
suggestion serious consideration. As Simone had recognised, he was attractive
to women and had often been attracted by them; but his susceptibility had
always been cloaked by a distrust of women that verged on the pathological.
Johnny trusted men when he had to; women, never. In this case, moreover, it was
difficult to see what he had to gain. 


He said: “I’ve already told you my reason, madame.”


“Yes. But you thought that out just a little too long.
I don’t believe you.” 


Johnny grinned at her and took another mouthful of
smoke. 


“There is another reason,” she said thoughtfully,
“and, as you say, it’s not that you are hunting him. You weren’t wondering what to tell me then, you were wondering
whether to tell me or not. And you decided ‘not’.” 


Johnny continued to smile. The position of foil to
another person’s brilliance was an unusual one for him, and he had always found
unusual positions entertaining. 


“You, madame.” he said,
“seem to be in a similar position.” 


She looked at him slantwise, the left eyelid half
drooping across the pupil. Then she began to laugh. 


“I must say,” she said, “we seem to be a remarkably
psychic pair. We should be doing demonstrations of telepathy on the radio.” 


“I should welcome the opportunity.” 


“Thanks for nothing. Well – I’m afraid you must go,
Monsieur Darreaux. I have dozens of things to attend
to. It’s been a most interesting conversation, and, if you should ever remember why you want to find my
husband…”


Johnny nodded and got up. He stubbed out his cigarette
and reached for his hat. He said: “I’ll explain it to him when I find him.” 


“You think you will?”


“Yes,” said Johnny simply. 


They looked at each other for perhaps ten seconds,
rather in the manner of two tom-cats eyeing each other before the combat. The
image amused Johnny, for those slanting green eyes had something unquestionably
feline about them. Then she turned away and went down the hall, and he followed
her. She turned with her hand on the door-handle and suddenly said: 


“Go and see Marie-Andrée Duveyrier, she may help you.” 


They looked at each other again, and this time her
eyes held an unmistakable glint of humour behind their green inexpressiveness.
As she opened the door she did that involuntary trick with the left eyelid
again. 


“Good-bye,” she said. “Thanks for looking in.”


Johnny said: “Thank you. I shall be seeing you again quite soon.” 


She nodded, and closed the door quietly behind him.
Johnny walked down the steps with the sound of her voice still in his ears. 


Marie-Andrée Duveyrier – Marie-Andrée Duveyrier…


Johnny walked happily down the Avenue Henri Martin
whistling a complicated passage from a Saint-Saëns toccata. He felt in the mood
for an expensive Parisian lunch, somewhere off the Bois de Boulogne.
Then there would be more things to do. 


Marie-Andrée Duveyrier…


What a nice name!

















 

CHAPTER FIVE 



 

THE telephone directory did not prove to be as useful
in tracing Mademoiselle Duveyrier as in describing
the whereabouts of Madame Gervais. It gave explicit
information about seventeen variegated Duveyriers,
but the mysterious Marie-Andrée did not seem to be
among their number. 


On discovering this, Johnny sighed to himself, lit a
cigarette and went round to the editorial offices of the Point de Vue, almost under the shadow of
Notre Dame. There he sought out an old friend of his, and after much mutual
felicitation and the annihilation of a small bottle of excellent cognac, discovered
that Marie-Andrée was the fashion-reporter of a small
but thriving daily newspaper known as Coup
d’Oeil. Further research into voluminous, and
dusty files revealed the address and telephone number of the paper’s offices,
and Johnny’s friend – who would have been equally ready to uncover the alias of a little-known cat-burglar or
the latest mistress of Paris’s most celebrated dress-designer – picked up the
telephone that was precariously balanced on one corner of his desk and
proceeded to dial that number. After a few moments’ conversation with the
editor – apparently one of his oldest and dearest friends – he placed one hand
over the mouthpiece and grimaced at Johnny. 


“The old fool says she’s out doing Fath’s
new show, and won’t be handing in her copy till tomorrow. Shall I ask for her
address?” He turned back to the telephone as Johnny nodded. 


“… you say? Yes?… Oh, I see. My dear chap!… Naturally we would. At the…? Yes, I’ve got that. Thanks.
When will you be dropping in again?… But any time –
any time at all! Yes – yes!…  Good-bye.” 


He leaned back in his chair, perspiring slightly. He
said: “The old goat.” 


Johnny grinned and said: “Well?” 


“Well? Oh, well!… Le Singe Vert,
my dear. The Green Monkey. At seven-thirty
this evening,” 


“She’ll be there?” 


“It is her custom, he says. He should know. Naturally,
she will not be expecting you, but that has never delayed you in the past, no?”
He laughed obscenely. “And now, Johnny, you are even better-looking. Almost you
tempt me to have my face lifted, also.” 


“Thanks a thousand times,” said Johnny and reached for
his hat. 


“Must you go? Stay and have some tea.” 


Johnny glanced at the cabinet beside the desk, inside
which the rounded contours of another cognac bottle could vaguely be seen. He
allowed himself to be persuaded; and, in fact, the hideous ormolu clock that
dictated the working hours of the indefatigable sub-editor of Point de Vue was
chiming six when he finally left the room. He went into the street and, in a voice
rendered by copious draughts of good cognac almost as raucous as the clock, summoned
a taxi. In the office, the old friend laid his head on his desk and went
peacefully to sleep. 


Johnny, being of firmer fibre, emerged from the taxi
at Rostand’s, paid the driver and went upstairs to
his room, where he laid out his evening-dress with some care, stripped to the
waist, took his shaving tackle and went into the bathroom. After placing his
head firmly under the cold-water tap, he felt the buzzing in his ears vanish,
only to be replaced by an imperious tinkling noise that he eventually
recognised as the telephone bell. 


“Damn’” he said. He wrapped a
towel around his head and wandered into his room. He sat down on the bed and
warily lifted the telephone receiver. 


“Darreaux?” said a woman’s
voice.


Johnny said: “Yes – speaking.” 


Even before the woman spoke again, something like ice
ran nervously up his spine and he was suddenly cold sober.


“This is Hilse. What the
hell are you doing in Paris? You were told to stay in Versailles until you
received further orders.” 


Somebody said: “Yes, I know. But I think I’ve got on
to something you should know about.” 


Johnny, with the muscles of his face rigid, suddenly
realised that it was his own voice. 


“What do you mean?”


“It’s about the new Hamper fighter.”


There was a muffled exclamation from the other end of
the wire. Then the woman said: “All right. Not over the ’phone. I’ll let you
know when you can see me.” 


Johnny said: “Right.” He added quickly: “Make it soon,
too. I think it’s important.” 


There was a click in his ears and he was left staring
blankly at the receiver. Somewhere at the other end of unknown lengths of
telephone cable le rossignol
was walking away from him, while he lay on a bed with his brain racing like
a whirlwind.


“God!” said Johnny, and hung up. Even eight years in
British Intelligence had not prepared him for that sort of thing. To go into
the capital city of France to find a German agent, with only an old photograph
to assist you, and then to have her ring you up within eight hours of your
arrival and express a desire to meet you as soon as possible, is an unnerving
experience. Papa Pontivy himself might have been
nonplussed; Johnny went back into the bathroom and replaced his head under the
cold tap. It seemed the best way of expressing his feelings. 


So Darreaux, he thought,
rubbing his scalp with his fingers, must be another of these unpleasant people.
Tck, tck. He reached for the soap. I should never have
suspected it. The hand of Providence, I guess. Splash.
Splash. That may
shed a little more light on this matter. Early days, though. He picked up
the towel from the floor and rubbed his hair vigorously. This is going to be
tricky. Obviously Miss von H. knows this bird by sight, so when I show up
instead of him, the little get-together won’t go with such a swing as she
probably hopes…  Hell. What a mix-up.
Obviously my first idea won’t work out now – still, I’ll swear there’s
something behind this Gervais business. It’s too
damned coincidental. I wonder if…? 


He walked over to the wash-basin and shaved himself.
He washed more thoroughly, brushed his teeth, pulled out the plug and went back
into his bedroom. His dress-clothes lay on the bed, looking self-satisfied. 


He dressed slowly, whistling meditatively and
occasionally glancing at the wrist-watch that lay on his dressing-table. When
he was completely and dazzlingly attired, he picked up the watch and slipped it
round his wrist; took a bottle of Eau-de-Cologne from his suit-case and began
to rub it into his hair. The time was ten minutes to seven, and he had been in
Paris for exactly eight and a half hours. 


He picked up the coat that he had been wearing and
took from it the snub-nosed Mauser automatic pistol
that was snuggling comfortably in an armpit pocket; then, after checking the
action carefully, he slid it into a similar recess inside his dinner-jacket. It
fitted there with the slightest of discernible bulges. Johnny surveyed his
appearance in the tall mirror that formed the wardrobe door, brushed away one
or two non-existent flecks of dust and went downstairs. He passed through the
foyer, smiled approvingly at a small pageboy intently surveying the carpet and
passed out into the gathering dusk. A taxicab drew up beside him. 


“Le Singe Vert,” said
Johnny, settling himself among the cushions. 



 

Rather to Johnny’s disappointment, the driver did not
envelop him in a cloud of carbon-monoxide and transport his body to the
pneumatic rossignol, but, instead, drove with commendable
dispatch down the Avenue des Champs-Elysées, down several other less reputable
thoroughfares and finally pulled up triumphantly outside a large building,
adorned by an enormous animal of the marmoset species in pale-green neon
lighting. 


Johnny got out, paid the taximan
and contemplated the building once more. Beneath the somewhat bilious-looking
monkey a narrow flight of steps led to a brightly-lit door, across which hung,
in flickering, will-o’-th-wisp lettering, the simple inscription:



 

Le
Singe Vert 



 

Somewhere behind the door came the distant pulsating
of a jazz band; and Johnny, one-time bar-pianist in Chicago’s Black Belt,
experienced a wave of what his present compatriots call nostalgie. It lasted for not more than a few seconds. Johnny’s knowledge of
the habits of Monsieur Pierre Darreaux was extremely
hazy, but it was a safe bet that playing barrel-house piano in a jazz band was
not among his accomplishments. Accordingly, he lowered his shoulders slightly
and pushed his way through the swing-door. 


He allowed a female of about fourteen in appearance
and about twenty-seven in actuality to take his hat and scarf then walked
across the foyer and signalled to a waiter. 


“Is Mademoiselle Duveyrier
here yet?” he asked. 


The waiter paused to wash his hands in an invisible basin
and then said: “Yes, sir.” 


“She is expecting me,” said Johnny, allowing a
five-hundred-franc note to rustle suggestively. 


“Yes, sir. I see, sir. This way.” 


Johnny followed the waiter meekly over some ten yards
of floor, above which hung a thin aura of cigarette smoke, and found himself beside a table in the left-hand corner of the room.
He looked with some interest at the woman sitting there; their eyes met in a
sort of curious appraisal. Then the waiter said: 


“You are expecting this gentleman, m’selle?”



“No.” 


“I know that,” said Johnny. “I apologise for the
deception, but it’s most important that I have a word with you.” 


“Must it be me,” she said quietly, “or would any other
good-looking woman do?” 


Johnny said: “No. It has to be you. It concerns a
friend of yours whose address I would like to know,” and watched the sudden
guardedness flicker across her eyes. 


She turned to the waiter and said: “I don’t know this
– gentleman, Henri, and I don’t particularly want to know him. Please see that
he goes.” She turned away again and looked wearily towards the band dais. 


“You see, m’sieur.”
The waiter shrugged. “That is how it is. I must ask you to come to another
table.” 


Johnny also achieved an almost Gallic shrug, moved a
chair slightly and sat down facing the girl. The waiter gave a quiet,
disapproving grunt and reached down to grip his lapels; Johnny turned slightly
and moved his right hand about twelve inches with such alarming speed that the
edge rebounded from the waiter’s neck. He caught the unfortunate Henri as he
slid forwards on to his knees and leant him sympathetically against the table.
The room was so dimly lit that nobody appeared to notice this rather unconventional
move; certainly, no one took the slightest notice of it. 


“M’selle,” said Johnny
quickly, speaking to the one exception, “when I said that it is important that
I see you, I meant exactly that. If you make it necessary, I shall treat you as
I treated Henri, remove your unresisting carcass and interrogate it in the
privacy of my hotel room. This would obviously be a barbarous procedure and I
see no reason why it should be necessary. All I ask is five minutes’
conversation, and what I’m going to get is
five minutes’ conversation. I hope I make myself clear.” 


Marie-Andrée said nothing. 


Johnny went on: “Madame Gervais
tells me that you know where her husband is. My name is Darreaux
– Pierre Darreaux – and I am an old friend of Antoine’s;
I have made arrangements so that he may leave the country at once. I want to
contact him with as little delay as possible.”


There was a pause during which a saxophone weaved an
impassioned solo passage around them. Then she said: 


“Why should I believe you?” 


Johnny sighed. “Now that is exactly what Madame Gervais said. It took me a lot of time to convince her, and
time is the thing that I cannot spare. If I am to get Antoine away I must see him to-night. I can prove that
I am Pierre Darreaux and that is all.” 


“How?” 


“I have my papers and letters addressed to me.” 


“You could be a flic,” she said. “That is no
proof at all.” 


“Do I look like a cop?” 


“I don’t know.” She smiled for the first time. “I have
very little to do with the police.”


Johnny said: “There’s another way. If you take me to
Antoine, he’ll recognise me.” 


There was a pause. Then she said: “You seem to be
assuming all along that I know where Antoine is.” 


“Look,” said Johnny, “we haven’t got time for this
fencing. We must get this settled before this waiter comes round or he may
overhear something. You must take me
to Antoine at once, do you understand?” There was nothing counterfeit in the
urgency of his voice at that moment. 


The girl took a sip at the wineglass before her and
said: “Listen. If I take you to Antoine and he does not recognise you, then you
can say any prayers you prefer and none of them will do you any good – in this
world, at any rate. You understand? Antoine is by no means a gentle type these
days.” 


“That’s understood.” 


“Very well,” said Marie-Andrée.
She pushed her glass away from her. “Obviously I must take a chance sooner or
later, and this seems to be the first. However” – she smiled – “Simone Gervais would know if you were a member of Dupont’s outfit
and – to be frank – I don’t think you
look like a policeman. So where does that get us?” 


“Nowhere in particular. Talking very rarely does. Are you ready?” 


“Yes,” she said, and stood up. Johnny pushed out his chair, leant Henri’s back against it, flicked a banknote on
to the table and stood beside her. 


“We’ll get into my car,” she said. “It’s just round
the corner.” 


Johnny nodded and followed her out of the hall. He
collected his hat and scarf, helped Marie-Andrée on
with her coat and pushed open the swing-doors in silence. They walked up the
steps, turned right and into a cul-de-sac; he saw the light gleaming on the
polished surface of a Citroën saloon. 


“That your car?”


“Yes.” 


He watched her fumble with the keys of the car, unlock
and open the door and swing herself in; beneath the sophistication of her
dress, her limbs had the suppleness of a boy’s. He climbed into the seat beside
her and watched her as she turned the ignition key.


He suddenly said: “There’s no need to worry about
this, you know. You’re doing the right thing.”


She smiled at him. “I was just wondering,” she
explained, “what we could do with your body if it turns out to be not the right thing to do.” 


“That’s easy,” said Johnny. “Dump me in the back of
the car, where you put Antoine, drive out into the country and tip me into a
ditch.” 


“That’s a possibility,” she admitted, turning the car
out into the road. “How did you know Antoine was in this car?” 


“I don’t see how else you could have picked him up –
and there’s dried blood on the back of this seat. Very careless, I call it.
Where did you find him, anyway?” 


“On the road.” 


“M-mm. Why did you decide to help him?” 


                                            “That’s
my business.”


“Oh? My business is other people’s business. I make a
lot of money that way. What made you help him?” 


There was a moment’s silence. “I believed his story.”


“What was his
story?” 


“Why don’t you ask him that?”


“I will. But I asked you first.”


“My God,” she said, “I’ve a good mind to slap your
face.” 


“I can see your figure’s all
right, but I don’t know how good your mind is. What was he planning to do?” 


“You know about that letter? We were trying to find
out if it were genuine or not. A friend of mine from the Commission has
promised to look into it for me. The trouble is that time’s getting short and
the Maquis are looking for him. That’s why I’m taking
a chance…  How are you planning to get
him out of the country?”


“I have a private plane.”


“I think it would be the best thing. Until we can find out the truth about this letter.” 


Johnny said: “Well, why shouldn’t this letter be
genuine, anyway?” 


“Because Antoine says it can’t be.”


“What does he think? Someone’s trying to incriminate
him?” 


“That’s the only explanation, isn’t it?” She looked
sideways at him. “Can you think of any reason why anyone should want to do
that?” 


Johnny could, but he didn’t say so. He lit two
cigarettes and slipped one into her mouth. She said: “Thank you.” 


“You’re taking a rather strange route to wherever it
is we’re going.” 


“Yes. You might be shadowed. We’re almost there,
though. What’s the matter – nervous?” 


Johnny grinned maddeningly and flicked out his
lighter. He said: “I could be.” 


She turned the car sharply right and began to pull up.



She said: “Here we are. Would you mind opening the
garage door?”

















 

CHAPTER SIX 



 

JOHNNY stood in the doorway and heard the soft click
as Marie-Andrée thumbed the electric-light switch.
The hall was small, and pale-yellow wallpaper gave it the appearance of being
well-lit. He draped his scarf on the left-hand peg of the coat-rack, dropped
his hat on top of it and followed the girl; she was walking down the corridor
without stopping to remove her coat. She came to a halt opposite the first door
on the left and looked at him. 


“There you are. Please go in.” 


Johnny opened the door and walked into the room. He
saw the tall thin man lounging angularly on the bed and began to smile. He
said: “Hullo, Antoine. This is a
pleasure.” 


A voice from behind him said: “I’ve brought a friend
to see you, Antoine. This is Monsieur Darreaux.” 


Johnny was delighted to see that not a muscle
flickered in Gervais’s face; he merely watched,
studying Johnny’s face as if it were one of the masterpieces in the Louvre. Then, he said: “There’s some mistake, I’m afraid.”


“Oh dear,” said Marie-Andrée,
with a little intake of her breath. “It’s not –?”


“No. I’ve never seen this chap before. What does he
want?”


“You,” said
Marie-Andrée ferociously, “and I half-believed you,
Monsieur What’s-your-name? You tell a good story,
anyway.” Something small, round and hard touched the small of Johnny’s back.
“Keep still.”


“I think,” said Johnny, “I might now be allowed to
finish my story. It’s not uninteresting.”


“You’ve talked enough. Antoine – we can’t take any
chances. You must move to the place we’ve arranged. I’ll look after this –
individual.”


Antoine pushed himself slightly forwards on the bed,
and as he moved Johnny’s back arched and his right hand became a blur. There
was the soft impact of hand on hand, then Johnny
turned round completely with the girl’s pistol in his hand and pointing at
Antoine. Antoine’s hand, moving at lightning speed towards his pillow, stopped
short, and relaxed.


“Inexperienced,” said Johnny sadly. “Never hold your pistol in the small of a
man’s back, my dear. It only tells him exactly where it is, and all he has to
do is grab it. I think Antoine is really more of an adept in these matters than
you are.” He reversed the pistol with a flick of his fingers and tossed it on
to the bed. “Here you are. I’ve already got one.”


Antoine still looked at him steadily, with the
suspicion of a smile deepening the corners of his mouth. He said: “So have I.”


He felt under the pillow, pulled out his automatic and
dropped it on to the bed beside Marie-Andrée’s. “Now
perhaps we can talk with more comfort. Unless, of course, you
would prefer a little game of three-handed bridge.”


Johnny grinned, “That’s all right for people with
three hands. I myself prefer to play patience,” he said, and glanced wickedly
at Marie-Andrée, who was leaning against the wall
with her arms folded.


“That, also, is an interesting game,” agreed Antoine.
“I’m so sorry. Will you take a seat, Monsieur – er – Darreaux?”


“Fedora,” said Johnny, sinking gratefully into the
proffered armchair. “Fedora of the British Intelligence.
Thank you.” 


There was a quick interchange of glances between the
other two. “Now that,” murmured
Marie-Andrée, “that is not an
impossibility.”


“There is no question of our disbelieving Monsieur
Fedora,” said Antoine suavely. “I’m only surprised that British Intelligence
has elected to take a hand in a purely French matter. I am, of course, greatly
flattered.” His eye moved meditatively to the pistols on the bed. 


Johnny said: “I’m not in the least concerned with
handing you over to the police, please believe me. My major concern is, in
fact, to see that you stay at liberty. You, my dear Antoine, are the only man
in Paris who, to my knowledge, can recognise le rossignol.” 


There was no mistaking the surprise on Gervais’s face at that moment. He said: “But – but Marcelline is dead, m’sieur, and
has been for some years. Obviously, you are –” 


“Marcelline Gaston is alive
and is in Paris.” 


Antoine reached for a cigarette-box and handed it to
Johnny. “Cigarette?”


                                                                        “Thank
you,” said Johnny. 


“And now perhaps we had better hear all about this
from the beginning. Would you mind?” 


Johnny said: “Not at all. Mademoiselle Duveyrier, you are quite comfortable?” 


“Thank you.” 


“Yes. Well,” began Johnny, “it’s come to the notice of
our Intelligence that a group of ex-Nazi operatives are actually at work in
Paris, and there is no doubt whatever that the woman who used to be called Marcelline Gaston is one of them – moreover, the only one
known to the Department. It’s unfortunate that she worked with the Diamond
Group of the Maquis and that the only two men who
would now recognise her are yourself and –” 


“Pierre Darreaux.”


“Exactly. Now, you live in Paris – Darreaux,
deep down south; you are obviously the easier of the two to contact, But when I want to contact you, what do I find? The Maquis after you. Um!


“Well, there are two alternatives, of course; they’re
right or wrong. I’ve been into your record very carefully, and it seems hard to
believe that they’re right, were it not for the evidence of Boehm’s letter. But
if they’re wrong, it opens up a very interesting line of investigation. It
could easily mean that le rossignol is in a position where contact with you is a possibility
and that therefore you have been removed in a particularly brilliant manner, by
placing an incriminating letter in a position where it was bound to be found.
That was the line I was working on.” 


“But that’s amazing. That explains the letter – it’s
the only thing that does. God, Marie, I’m sure
he’s right.” He turned suddenly to Johnny. “Was working on?” 


“Yes. I followed the thing a step farther. Darreaux can also recognise le rossignol, you remember? So I arrived
in Paris, calling myself Darreaux and making sure the
news that Darreaux was in town got about. I was
rather hoping, you see, that this charming young lady might decide my presence
here was as embarrassing as your own and take steps to remove me.” 


“And did she?” 


“Well, not exactly. She ’phoned me up.”


“Did what?” 


“She ’phoned me up, expressing a desire to meet me in
the near future.” 


Gervais chuckled. “An unexpected
development.” 


“All of that. It knocked me into a heap. It seems
fairly obvious that Darreaux is working for the Germans.”



“I see. Well, I’m not surprised as you seem to be; we
half-suspected it at one time. He’s a plausible, oily brute; the sort you
distrust on sight.” 


“In that case, my imposture should be convincing.” 


“By no means. But then, what?” 


“Then I decided to get in touch with you and hear your
views on the matter. I’ve done the first half, anyway.” 


“But, yes.” Gervais hitched
his foot on to the end of the bed and stared at it meditatively. “You seem to
have it all worked out, you know. So I’ll just say,
what can we do to help you?” 


“And I’ll just say,” said
Marie-Andrée, “why the hell didn’t you tell me all
this in the first place?”


Johnny said: “You might not have believed me, and then
what? No, I never give information for nothing.” 


Gervais said quickly: “Obviously we must help Monsieur
Fedora. If he catches up with Marcelline, the chances
are that he’ll be able to prove my innocence… But, of course, you stand to gain nothing. You should
really –” 


“You forget I’m a reporter. This looks better than
ever to me.” 


“If it’s permitted to be published,” said Johnny
lugubriously. “You’re too far in to walk out now, young lady, whether you want
to or not. The point is, Antoine, have you any ideas?” 


“No. No, I don’t think I have.” 


“Well. In the first place, you must stay here, where I
can call on you any time I need you. In the second place, we must try to get
hold of this letter and trace it. It’s the sort of thing that some people I
know are very good at doing. Where is this letter at the moment?”


Antoine said thoughtfully: “I think it’s pretty
certain that Pinot still has it. He was the man who originally found it, you
know. It’s probably in his flat somewhere.” 


“Who’s Pinot?” 


Antoine gave a brief description and biography. 


“And he found it, eh? That might put him under
suspicion; but it’s just as easy to suppose it was placed in a position where
he would be bound to find it. These people are nothing if not thorough… Anyway,
I’ll make arrangements for Pinot’s flat to be burgled some time tomorrow night.
It might be helpful if you were present – I take it you have no previous
engagements?” 


“No,” said Gervais, smiling.



“All right. We’ll get that letter somehow and take it to my
friends at Defence Headquarters, who will really go into the matter for us. If nothing comes of that” – Johnny frowned
– “we’ll have to really start pulling the town apart. There’s always the chance
that le rossignol
will get in touch with me again, or find out that there’s something amiss
and try to fix me in some unspecified manner. In which case, a lot of trouble
will be avoided.” 


“Especially,” agreed Marie-Andrée,
“if she succeeds. Will you have some dinner, Monsieur Fedora? You had little
time for eating at Le Singe Vert, I seem to remember.” 


“Thank you, I will. Nothing ambitious, please,” said
Johnny politely. 


Marie-Andrée smiled, nodded
and went out of the room. 


“That’s a good kid. Pretty, too’” was Johnny’s
comment. 


“Yes. I would have been in a nasty mess without her.
But now, with you to help us, I’m confident everything will be all right.”


“I hope so; also that your confidence is not
misplaced.” 


“Oh, I’ve heard of you,” Gervais
gave a quick laugh. “You have quite a reputation here in France, Monsieur
Fedora – or may I call you Johnny?” 


“Do.” 


“Yes. Your exploits are pretty widely known. Anyway,
if I can do anything to help you in
this matter, it will be a privilege.”


“That’s very nice of you.” Johnny yawned. “It must be
a surprise to you to learn that Marcelline is still
alive and kicking.” 


“Yes.” Gervais was silent
for a moment. “She is a remarkable woman, you know. I heard that she was not
French at all, but in fact a –”


“A German agent. Yes.” 


Gervais nodded. “I’m glad in a way. We were – closely
connected for a long time and never for a moment did I suspect her integrity,
let alone her nationality. But spying is well, an honourable profession.”


Johnny said coldly: “I mean to kill her, Antoine. That
is my profession and I should make that quite clear.” 


“Oh, yes. Naturally. I should
do the same. All the same, I am glad that she is not French. It is hard to
explain.” 


“I understand what you mean,” said Johnny, and left it
at that.


After a long pause he said: “Now, Antoine, I’ll brief
you for tomorrow, so that you can get the situation clear. Pinot lives at –?” 


“In the Avenue Piedmont.” 


“All right. I know the district vaguely. Tomorrow night I shall
arrange for him to be out on a visit to the Commission Headquarters. Is he
married?” 


“No.” 


“Good. Housekeeper?” 


“I suppose he must have. But I don’t think she sleeps
in the flat; she shouldn’t cause any difficulty.” 


“Better still. Anything else you remember? Dogs, burglar alarms, anything of that nature?” 


“Yes, there is an alarm. He had it installed last
year. I remember that.” 


“Well, that’s all right. We’ll be on the look-out for
it. We’ll meet at nine o’clock exactly at – Is there an estaminet nearby?” 


“Le Drapeau. At the end of the avenue.”



“Good, again. We’ll meet there; I’ll have a man with me who can
open a bank vault with a bent sardine-can opener and who will act as advisory
expert on the Operation Pinot. The girl had better stay here by the telephone;
it might be needed and it’s as well to be prepared. All
clear?” 


Gervais nodded. 


“If it’s there,” said Johnny, “we’ll find it. If not,
we’ll go straight on to Dupont’s house and try there, before Pinot returns.”


“Yes. You’ll arrange –?” 


“I’ll arrange,” said Johnny, smiling. 


“With your pull,” said Gervais,
“it’s a wonder you don’t try the Bank of France. I believe you’d do it, too.”

















 

CHAPTER SEVEN 



 

ANTOINE had-been sitting at a side-table in Le Drapeau for
some ten minutes and was, if not nervous, definitely uneasy. He was surprised
at his extreme relief when he saw Johnny push through the door; he relaxed in
his seat and took a long sip at his café
au lait. He glanced incuriously at Johnny’s
companion – a small, thin man almost as deeply mufflered
and overcoated as Antoine was himself – and nodded
and smiled. 


“Ah,” said Johnny, pulling back a chair. “I’m sorry
we’re late. Monsieur Gervais, may I present Monsieur
Elder? Pierre is a very old friend of mine and can be trusted.” 


“Delighted,” said Elder formally. He seated himself
opposite Antoine and scrutinised him unwinkingly.
Johnny beckoned the waiter and ordered two more coffees. There was a brief
silence. 


“Now,” said Johnny, leaning back in his chair and
almost looking as if he were enjoying himself, “now we can discuss the
admittedly trivial matter that has brought us together tonight. I believe that
Pierre has already carried out the process that Americans call “Casing the
joint” – by which I mean a brief reconnaissance patrol around the Pinot mansion
– and we will hear his expert views on the subject as soon as the lad has
brought us our coffees… You’re absolutely right, Dublanc;
a dish of bouillabaisse is indeed
hard to beat, especially when it is mixed with a soupçon of vinegar.” 


The waiter placed a tray of mud-coloured crockery
before Johnny and pushed two cups on to the table. In the far corner of the
room, somebody started to play a guitar and his two companions began to sing in
low voices that barely carried across the room. 


Elder said: “This thing shouldn’t be too difficult. It
appears to be a flat on the first floor of a fairly large block; there is a
convenient drainpipe close to one of the windows. I shall get in through that
window and open the door from inside; all you gentlemen will have to do is to
walk in, just like that.” 


Antoine said: “That seems almost too simple.”


“Rubbish! The simple things always work,” said Johnny.
“It’s the carefully planned ones that don’t. You know – at thirteen and a half
minutes past seven you will come out of the telephone booth opposite 114, rue
de la Rhubarbe and will meet a tall, fair haired man
wearing stilts and a Homburg hat, carrying last week’s Point de Vue under his left arm and a
large envelope containing your instructions under his right. On receiving the
code word ‘Bemax’, he will waggle both ears in a
clockwise direction –” 


“But as it’s so simple,” said Antoine carefully, “what
are we waiting for?” 


“I haven’t finished my coffee yet – besides, I’m
enjoying the atmosphere here. That fellow over in the corner, for instance,
weltering in weltschmerz…
Ah, the ‘continong’,” said Johnny, rhapsodically,
“the whole set-up appears to await direction by Carol Reed.” He sipped
methodically at his coffee-cup and looked at Elder. “Well, Pierre?”


Elder balanced a small globule of saliva on the tip of
his tongue and spat six feet with ferocious accuracy. He said: “All right.” 


“All right.” Johnny stood up and adjusted the scarf round his
neck, “A cold night, I think. Let’s be on our merry way.”


They moved towards the door as the guitar changed its
rhythm to a series of tightly-strung chords, swelling out to fill the room. Its
music followed them out on to the darkened street; Antoine pulled the collar of
his overcoat slightly higher, and knew that it was not the cold which caused
him to do so. Johnny was standing just outside the square of orange light that
flared across the road from the cafe’s open door; Antoine could just discern
the smile that turned up the corners of his mouth; then the shadow of Johnny’s
hat tilted across it, leaving nothing but a blurred silhouette.


They moved slowly down the street, their, shadows
teetering crazily from lamp-post to wall and back again, while Johnny talked in
a low and cheerful voice of the adventures in Paris of his maiden Aunt
Griselda. She had kept a small Pomeranian which occasionally answered to the
name of Pion-Pion and which breakfasted abstemiously
on black coffee and Schnapps. Aunt Griselda had mislaid this animal on one of
her infrequent trips down the Champs-Elysées, and it had eventually been
discovered playing the part of a Black Sheep at the Folies
Bergère. This brief experience of the world behind
the footlights had so delighted the poor beast that, after moping
disconsolately in Aunt Griselda’s boudoir for some weeks, it had settled down
to write a post-Existentialist play under the pseudonym of Jean-Paul Sartre. It
was at this stage, unfortunately, that – the story went on and on and Antoine,
occupied with his own thoughts, lost the thread of what could not have been
called a really compact narrative. He was absorbed so intently in reflection
that he had little idea of the direction they were taking, until:


“Here we are,” said Elder. “As planned.” He looked
once up the street and then, with a swift movement, peeled off his overcoat,
thus revealing a stained corduroy jacket and a highly regrettable spotted
bow-tie. Antoine, wincing slightly, took the overcoat that was offered to him, and Elder without more ado sprang nimbly at the side of
the house and began to travel up an apparently sheer wall, finding about as
much difficulty in doing so as a large and healthy caterpillar. Antoine
privately considered this open-to-all observers climbing rather unprofessional,
but thought it would appear ungrateful to say so. Instead, he said:


“Your friend must have unusually powerful fingers.”


“Oh, yes. I understand he used to be an acrobat… Well,
he’s well on his way; let’s go round to the door.” 


“All right,” said Antoine; then, quickly: “There’s
somebody coming.” 


The shadow of an approaching man was leaping nervously
across the wall, and even as Antoine spoke the man himself rounded the corner –
a spare, well-dressed man wearing a bowler hat and carrying a neatly-rolled
umbrella.


“Hell,” said Johnny under his breath, and then, in a
delicately modulated guffaw: “Steady, old man. Mind you don’t slip.”


Elder, in the act of straddling the drainpipe,
turned and waved a preoccupied hand; the well-dressed man, looking up, stopped
and allowed his jaw to fall open. 


“Take it easy,” advised Johnny. “Don’t rush things. Plenty of time.” 


Elder nodded and travelled some ten feet up the
drainpipe with an undulating movement of the elbows. The well-dressed man
replaced his jaw, advanced a few steps and addressed Antoine in a well-bred
whisper:


“What’s going on?”


“Our friend,” said Johnny, turning to regard him with
some surprise, “has lost his door-key and is adopting a somewhat unconventional
means of entry to his flat.” 


“Surely,” suggested the stranger with some diffidence,
“surely –” 


“It is a bet.” 


“Ah! A bet! Naturally, that explains itself.” The
stranger, reassured, ventured on another upward glance. “But he is an adequate
climber, that one! A veritable monkey.” 


“That is now only too plain,” agreed Johnny
lugubriously. “Had I known that – however! He already
has the window open, you see. Undoubtedly he should be a professional burglar.”
He laughed hollowly. 


“Remarkable,” said the stranger. “Remarkable!” 


“It is indeed,” said Johnny, as the minute figure of
Elder swung itself agilely through the window. “I imagine he will now be able
to let us in… Good night, m’sieur. My apologies if our antics have alarmed you.” 


“No, no. Not at all. Good
night to you.” The stranger shouldered his umbrella with a determined movement
and marched stolidly down the street. 


“So much for that,” said Johnny. He took out his
cigarette-case and extracted a Gauloise, thoughtfulIy eyeing the open window above him. “Let’s go
round. I don’t suppose the door will give Pierre any trouble.” 


It hadn’t. Pierre was waiting in the corridor when
they arrived, flapping his arms up and down. 


“Where’ve you been?” he said. “Give me my coat, it’s damned cold” – and walked firmly back into Pinot’s
flat, struggling with the sleeves. 


Johnny followed Antoine into the room and closed the
door behind him. “Now,” he said, coolly surveying the furniture. “we’ll give the place a quick run-through before we start
cutting anything open. Pierre, you’d better get cracking on the safe, and –
Antoine – have a go at that big desk in the corner. I’ll leave the bedroom to
myself.” He knocked a little ash into his overcoat pocket and walked towards
the door in the far corner of the room. “Keep your gloves on,” he advised as he
went through. 


“It’s all right for him,” grumbled Antoine as he went
over to the desk. “He’s done this sort of thing before. An amateur like me
finds things a bit confusing.” 


Pierre, already kneeling before the safe, only
grunted.


The desk was amply supplied with enough
official-looking papers and documents to keep Antoine fully occupied for almost
ten minutes. He had just begun a rather hopeless search for a secret drawer
when he heard the soft click of connecting tumblers and, turning round, saw
Pierre swinging open the safe door.


“There we are,” he said. “Quite
tough. Shouldn’t be surprised if he hasn’t got some
nice stuff in here.” He looked inside, hesitated, then
turned to Antoine: “Here, you do it. I can’t resist temptation.” 


Antoine walked across and took Elder’s place before
the safe. It was divided into three compartments; at first sight it appeared
that there was no foundation for Pierre’s admirable self-denial, as the total
contents of the safe appeared to consist of a few envelopes. Then Antoine
picked up the nearest and found it to contain something like five hundred
thousand francs in notes of varying denominations. 


He quickly flipped through one or two more envelopes
and found them to contain purely official correspondence with the War Crimes
Commission, none of it in any way connected with himself.
The last one he opened contained only a photograph of a thin-faced, dark man
that at first glance bore a surprising resemblance to Delacroix. Antoine
studied it closely for a few seconds, then turned it over and stared at the
inscription typed neatly on the back. It stated quite simply:



 

Sean Fedora



 

Antoine turned the photograph over again and looked
once more at Sean Fedora’s face. Then he slid it back into its envelope and pushed
it hurriedly into his pocket. As he did so he heard Johnny’s
voice from the bedroom, unhurried, seeming almost bored. 


“I think this might be what we’re looking for.” 


Antoine glanced once round the room and saw that Elder
had already gone through; he pulled nervously at the top button of his overcoat
and went through the door. Johnny was leaning against the wall beside the bed
with a flimsy slip of paper in his hands, folding it methodically into its
natural creases. 


Antoine said: “Well?” 


“Yes. This is it. So now we can go home.”


“May I see?” 


Johnny handed him the letter; Antoine unfolded it,
glanced at the heading and at the signature. He nodded. 


“Boehm,” he said. “That’s right. This is what we
want.” He continued to look at it with a kind of wondering curiosity, until
Johnny took it out of his hands.


“In that case,” he said”
“I see very little point in hanging around here.” He took out his wallet and placed the late Colonel
Boehm’s message lovingly inside it. “Let’s go back home and give this fascinating
document a more careful scrutiny.”



 

Johnny sat deep in the armchair, contemplatively
surveying the end of his shoe; the smoke trailed up from the tip of his
cigarette, forming curious patterns in the air. Antoine was seated opposite
him, still reading the letter with a puzzled frown wrinkling his forehead; and
Marie-Andrée, seated on the arm of his chair, was
reading over his shoulder – for the twelfth time, Johnny reflected. In the
corner of the room, away from the fire, Pierre Elder was sitting, his head sunk
forward on to his chest and his feet tucked tidily under the chair; a
half-emptied bottle of Dubonnet stood on the table
beside him. It was almost eleven o’clock, and the confused bumbling of vehicles
along the boulevard outside had subsided so that one could pick out with some
certainty the noise of an individual motor. 


Eventually Antoine laid down the letter, passed a hand
across his forehead and reached for the glass he had placed on the mantelpiece.
He said: 


“Well, we’ve got it all right. What’s the next step?”


Johnny said: “We seem to have examined the thing
pretty carefully ourselves, and we can’t find any flaw
in it; which is about what we expected. Tomorrow morning I’ll take the thing
round to my boss at Headquarters, explain the situation and get him to put his
staff on it. They’ve got all the devices they need for that sort of thing –
reagents, infra-red lamps, black light, every damned thing you can imagine, and
if that letter’s forged they’ll find out. If it isn’t –” 


“Yes?” said Marie-Andrée
softly, “if it isn’t –?” 


“Well, I’ll have to forget all about you and try some
other approach to these people. So I hope there is something wrong with it. If there isn’t, I’ll have wasted a
devil of a lot of time.” Johnny looked at his cigarette-end and dropped it into
an ashtray. “I’ll be able to let you know by tomorrow evening, if the Colonel’s
boys get a ripple on.” 


He leaned forward, picked up the letter and pushed it
once more into his wallet; then stood up. “That’s how it is at the moment.
There’s nothing more anybody can do about it, so I should recommend a good
night’s sleep.” He walked across the room and shook Elder by the shoulder.
“Come on, Pierre. Time for us to be moving.” 


Antoine got up from the chair, a shade reluctantly it
seemed, and leaned against the mantelpiece. He said: 


“Look – how about spending the night here? It’s pretty
late.” 


“What, on the sofa?” Johnny’s sudden grin flickered
across his face and vanished again, so quickly that Marie-Andrée
wondered for a second if she had imagined it. “No, thanks; I’m paying for a
hotel room anyway, so I may as well use it. Don’t worry about the letter,
Antoine; it’s safe enough with me.” He picked up his hat from the table and
stood in front of the door holding it in his hand. “Well. See you tomorrow.” 


“I’ll see you out,” said Marie-Andrée
quickly, moving across the room. Antoine watched them as they went out of the
door, then sat down in the chair again and rested his head on the cushions. He
looked at the opposite wall through the thin haze of cigarette smoke, at the
wall and at the pale water-colour painting on it. Then he took from his pocket
the envelope that he had removed from Pinot’s safe and held it on his lap; he
was still looking at the painting, but he could not have described its
appearance.


Marie-Andrée came in again
and walked over to the window. She said: “It’s cold out.” 


“Yes. It is pretty cold.” 


She turned and looked at him for a moment before
speaking again. Then she said: “How are you feeling? Tired?” 


Antoine took the photograph out of its envelope and
looked down at it. He said: “Come here and take a look at this.”


She walked across the room to, him and seated herself
once more on the arm of his chair. “Who is it?” she asked. 


“You don’t know?” 


“I’ve never seen him before, to my knowledge.” 


“No. Nor have I. I found it in the safe at Pinot’s
flat.”


He moved the print slightly so that the light shone on
the glossy surface. 


“In the safe? Why did you take it, then?”


Antoine reversed the photograph in silence and showed
her the name printed on the back. 


She said: “But that’s not –”


“No,” agreed Antoine. “It’s not.” He turned the
photograph around once more and stared gloomily at it. “There’s very little
resemblance. This chap’s face is thin and Johnny’s is full; his hair’s very
dark and Johnny’s is fair; the nose is –” 


“Yes. It’s a different shape entirely.”


“So this fellow Johnny isn’t the real Fedora at all,
if we go by this photograph. And, in that case, then who the hell is he and
what does he want?”


Marie-Andrée got to her feet
and moved over to the chair that Johnny had recently vacated; the cushion still
bore the shallow imprint of his body. She patted it smooth and sat down on it.
She said: “Whoever he is, I think he’s on your side.”


“We don’t know that. I’ve reached the stage where I
don’t know anything anymore.” 


“The next stage, dear, is when you don’t care about
anything any more.”


“Damn,” said Antoine. He dropped the photograph on the
table and looked at her. “He might be a Nazi.”


“What, with the influence he seems to have?”


“The –? Yes, that’s a point… No, he’s something to do with
Intelligence all right, probably the Foreign Office. Why else should Pinot have
his photograph? But, in any case, why should
Pinot have his photograph? The whole thing fails to make sense to me.” 


“We’ll have to wait till tomorrow, as he says.” 


“Yes. He’s got the letter, that’s the hell of it. I
couldn’t refuse to let him have it, but I wish I’d kept it all the same. The
secret of this whole mess-up is in that letter; I’m sure of that.” 


“You couldn’t find anything wrong with it,” Marie-Andrée pointed out, “and the chances appear to be that he
can. There was nothing else you could do.”


Antoine said: “You trust him, don’t you?”


“Yes. There is nothing else to do.”


“Rubbish. He merely has the kind of face and the kind
of manner that a woman tends to trust instinctively,” said Antoine with some
force. “You don’t suppose he trusts us, do you? He’s merely using us to obtain
his own ends, whatever they are. To say that there is nothing else to do is
utter piffle. However,” he added thoughtfully “one must admit that no really
workable alternative appears to present itself. That is the trouble.” 


Marie-Andrée said: “What if
he is using us, as you put it? If he is really of the Intelligence, that is his
job. I respect him for it.” 


Antoine made no comment; he had not, in fact, heard
her remark. He continued to sit in the chair, swinging his right foot from side
to side. Eventually he said: 


“I think I’ve got it. You must hire a detective.”


“What?”


“A detective. Somebody to keep an eye on this
pseudo-Fedora and to report on his movements. It’s obviously impossible
for us to do it ourselves, and if we’re to make any headway in this matter we
must find out if Johnny is what he says he is, or, at least, if he does what he
says he will do. That is what we must do.” 


“But if –?” 


“It should be quite simple. Ring up or call on one of
the best detective agencies and instruct them to follow your husband, Monsieur Darreaux, at present staying at Rostand’s
Hotel – ostensibly on business. Say that you require evidence for divorce
proceedings, the usual thing, you understand; you require a daily report of his
activities delivered at, let us say, nine o’clock every evening. It’s easy.”


“But surely a reputable detective agency will check up
on a prospective client and –” 


“And will find that you have plenty of money – that is
all they’re interested in. You are secretly married, of course; your position
as Fashion Editress demands that you remain a single
woman as far as the public are concerned. Please don’t be a fool.” 


Marie-Andrée looked quickly
at him; it was the first time that Antoine had been even remotely rude to her.
Surprisingly enough, Antoine caught her glance. 


“I’m sorry,” he said at once. “I’m afraid the strain
of this business is beginning to tell on me… God, you must know how grateful I am for all that you’ve
done for me. But there are times… Well. How do you feel about the idea?” 


Marie-Andrée leaned back in
the chair and reached for the telephone directory.

















 

CHAPTER EIGHT 



 

“SO the results are negative?” said Johnny, pacing
quietly up and down in front of the big, low-slung desk. 


“I didn’t say exactly that, old boy,” said Captain Madison. “There are one or two vaguely
interesting things about this letter of yours, actually. Stop leaping about
like a frustrated ruddy tigress and take a look at this reproduction…


“Now, the signature’s undoubtedly genuine; there’s no
shadow of doubt about that. You see the slight deepening of the serif on the downstroke of the ‘h’? And the rather individual double
stroke just here? Yes – well, here’s a genuine Boehm signature, for purposes of
comparison, as we say – See? Identical. And, as I said
before, Boehm was commanding the 9th
Brigade at Siegen on the date given; the franking
stamp also appears to be genuine, but that, of course, is very easily
forgeable. 


“The interesting points are these – firstly, the typing, Now we have here facsimiles of some of the orders
issued from time to time in Boehm’s Brigade Office.” He moved over to a
complicated piece of apparatus resting on the desk and applied his eye to the
lens that curved across the front of it.


“M-m-m-m
– yes. Now, the type is
not particularly distinctive, but there are certain slight differences that have
enabled us to come to the conclusion that there were three typewriters in use
in the office at that time. We shall call them A, B and C, or – if you prefer
it – Arabella, Babs and
Clara… Arabella, you notice, has a distinct – or
rather, a slight – Hell!” He stood up. “Corporal West?” 


“Sir?” 


“I am confused, West, lost in
the ramifications of calligraphy. You checked on this blinking Siegen stuff, didn’t you?” 


“That’s right, sir. Me and Miss
Henri-oh.” 


“Really? You old devil, West! Explain
to Mr. Darreaux here just what you found out.” 


“Certainly, sir. If you’ll look into the lens, sir.”



Johnny obediently bent down and tried to focus his
eyes on a scrap of paper, magnified in the lens to the dimensions of a large
poster and criss-crossed with measuring lines which, after a moment’s
deliberation, he realised were on the lens itself. 


“Right you are, sir. Now here we have number one.”


“Arabella, West.” 


“Arabella,
sir. Take especial note
of the letter ‘t’, slightly
out of alignment.” He indicated the letter with a strip of metal of the
thinness of a needle, magnified in the lens to the size of a thick lead-pencil.
“And of the letter capital ‘B’, sir, with a slight flaw in
the stem.” The pencil moved on. “And the letters ‘s’and
‘e’ are quite normal, as you see.” He reached up to a
small knob on the side of the machine. “Now for the next,
slide, sir. This is –” 


“Babs, West.” 


“This is Babs. Babs seems to have been the special property of the senior
clerk, sir; the pressure of the fingers on the – but there, that’s irrelevant.
Point is, the ‘t’ is in
perfect alignment, and the ‘s’ has a major flaw in
the lower loop, Quite unmistakable, that – you can see it with the naked eye.
Obviously a different machine to Arabella, you see,
sir.” 


“Quite a different type,” agreed Johnny wittily. 


“And this is Clara,” continued West, unamused, “Now Clara’s almost identical to Arabella, sir; but the ‘t’ and the capital ‘B’ give her away; they’re in
perfect condition. And the ‘s’
is, too; so it’s not – er – Babs.
All the letters we have from the Siegen office have
been typed on one of these three typewriters.


“But now we have this letter of yours, sir, signed
‘Boehm’.” A fourth image joined the other three on the screen. “And that’s not
one of these three, it’s another one. If we superimpose it with them, sir” –
the pencil was replaced by a fat pair of tweezers, and the papers began a sort
of mysterious shuffling – “thus – we can see that the letter ‘g’ is different
to all of them. It’s not out of alignment, but the key’s slightly twisted and
the impression of the lower loop is far deeper than any of the others. The red’ll show that better.” He switched on a small lamp at
the top of the machine and the shadows of the type leapt into prominence under
the infra-red light. 


“Yes,” said Johnny slowly. “I see.”


“And the flaws that we’ve already seen on the other
machines don’t have no counterparts on this one, if
you take my meaning.”


“You mean,” said Johnny, turning to Madison, “that
it’s strange this one letter should be typed on a different machine from those
generally used in Boehm’s office.”


“Quite right, old chap. And the second curious point
is that the actual imprint of the type is uneven, the pressure of the keys is
not uniformly the same as you find in an epistle typed by a fully-trained
typist. There aren’t any actual typing errors, or
anything like that; the typist wasn’t a rank tyro, but, on the other paw, he
wasn’t an expert at the job as one would expect a clerk at an S.S. Brigade
Office to be.” 


Johnny said: “You know, this
is a wonderful device you have here.”


“Best in France,” said Madison with some pride. “Only one of its kind, apart from one in the Deuxième
Bureau which isn’t quite so up-to-date. I’ll tell you all about it some
time when we’re not quite so busy. As it is, we come to the third curious
point, i.e., that we’ve traced the reference to this Jean Gustave
Leblanc whose name is quoted in connection with Gervais.
Now this letter was found, or so I gather, in the S.S. files, and the assumption
is that it was never sent. Nevertheless, Leblanc was duly sent to Marburg on
the 30th of September, 1944.” 


“And Gervais?”


“Gervais wasn’t.”


Johnny stroked his chin thoughtfully. He said:
“They’ve been a little bit too clever this time.”


“Yes, I think they have. Or rather, they’ve been
diabolically ingenious, but old Martin Marprelate
here is one up on them.” Madison stroked his machine lovingly. “There’s still a
few more dodges that we can pull on this letter, y’know,
but it’ll take a little longer.” He thumbed down the switch on the desk and
said: “Mademoiselle Henriot? Can you spare a moment?”



“Yes, sir,” said a thin female voice from the
loudspeaker. “I shall come up at once.” 


“Good girl,” said Madison indulgently, and switched
off. “We’ll let the analyst boys have a go at the ink with their jolly little
reagents. There’s a chance they may be able to tell you that this signature was
not made in 1944, but at some other, more recent time. You follow me?” 


Johnny said: “I think so.” 


“Yes, all right, then. After that, it’s your pigeon,
old boy, and you can take it away with you and roast it and eat it, for all I
care. And talking about billing and cooing, have you met our Mademoiselle Henriot?” 


“I think so,” said Johnny smiling. 


“Ah, yes,” said Mademoiselle Henriot,
examining him with wide blue eyes. “I brought Mr. Fedora to you this morning,
Captain. I mean Monsieur Darreaux,” she added hurriedly.



“Exactly so. Careless talk costs pigeons,” said Madison
reprovingly. “We all know Mr. Fedora’s Mr. Fedora, but we mustn’t say so
because the Colonel says not. Remember that, my child, and you won’t go far
wrong; and, constantly hearing the last dictum in mind, you may trip down to
the laboratories and give this envelope to Mr. Thorpe. He will know exactly
what to do with it.” 


The Henriot shot one of her
most ravishing smiles at Johnny, took the letter and went out of the room, her
silk stockings glinting provocatively in the fluorescent light. 


“Nice legs, eh?” said Madison happily. “Quel châssis, as
you French put it. Ah, well – mustn’t dilly-dally; large lumps of work to get
through. Can you drop in about the same time tomorrow for Thorpe’s stuff?” 


Johnny said: “I think so.” 


“It’d be the hell of a nice change if you
cloak-and-dagger boys were certain about
something, you know. You’ve got no idea how wonderful it feels…  If you go out the back way, you’ll dodge Mony, old chap. She’s been on tenterhooks ever since she
found out you were coming to Paris, and is all set for a really high-class
seduction. What a wonderful thing is reputation. I don’t suppose you’ve got
anything that I haven’t, really.”


Johnny strolled over to the window and looked out. He
said: “I think I’ll go out the front way, if you don’t mind. Somebody’s been
tailing me all day, and I don’t want him to miss me.”


“Well, if that’s your story, no doubt you’re wise to
stick to it. These women are all alike, that’s all I can say. If a man’s
murdered a dozen other human beings in cold blood, they’ll fall all over him.
It’s not fair, s’elp me, it ain’t.”


“Have a look down there, if you don’t believe me,”
said Johnny, stepping away from the window. “Tall fellow in a
grey macintosh. I’m rather hoping he’ll try
something on the way back; if he doesn’t, I certainly will.” 


“Oh! Ah!” Madison stared out from behind the curtain
into the darkening street. “Well, mind he doesn’t knock you off, old boy. It
only makes trouble for the Records Office, and besides, Mony
wouldn’t like it.”


Johnny said: “Yes, I’ll make a note of that.” 


“Good-oh. Well, chuff-chuff, Johnny. Mind number one, that’s
all.”


“Chuff-chuff,” said Johnny moodily, opening the door.
Privately, he was thinking that Madison really talked too much. 


He went down the brown-carpeted stairs and out of the
front entrance of Western Defence H.Q., into the Place de l’Etoile.
He checked his watch with the clock in the hall that pointed to half-past
eight, and wandered down the pavement, barely preventing himself from nodding
to the stranger in the grey macintosh and the blue
pork-pie hat who was leaning against the wall ostensibly reading a newspaper.
Johnny felt vaguely disgusted. To be tailed in quite so obvious a manner was, he felt, almost insulting; whoever the gentleman was, it
was fairly certain that he was not one of the von Hettering
outfit. They would be anything but amateurs. He decided to solve his problem at
the earliest possible moment and set off down the street at a fast walk. Behind
him, Grey Macintosh folded up his newspaper and sauntered along in nonchalant
pursuit. 


Johnny took the first side-turning that he came to,
into a comparatively deserted street which joined on to a larger road some
twenty yards farther down, selected a deep doorway just before the corner and
stepped thoughtfully into the darkness. He pulled his hat farther over his
eyes, turned up the collar of his macintosh, placed
his hands in his pockets and, standing as close into the shadows as he could
go, achieved a very fair imitation of the Invisible Man. He listened alertly
and almost at once heard the footsteps of Grey Macintosh; as Johnny had hoped,
his follower had assumed that he had gone straight round the corner and was
walking very fast in an endeavour to catch up. He passed within an arm’s length
of Johnny, staring at the road in front of him, and moved out of sight; Johnny
at once stepped out after him and watched him. He walked into the pool of lamplight
that marked the joining of the two streets and stood for a moment looking up
and down the main road; Johnny had taken exactly two steps towards him when
there was a soft plop that echoed rather strangely in the deserted street, and
Grey Macintosh folded slowly up from the knees and hit the ground with a most
unpleasant bumping noise. 


By the time he was still, Johnny was standing beside
him and looking down the road in the direction whence the shot had come. 


A little man without a hat was running down the road
at full pelt, pushing a pistol into his pocket as he ran. He had covered some
five more yards before Johnny’s bullet hit him exactly in the back of the head
and emerged just above his right eyebrow, and somehow managed another five
yards before he died. In view of the distance and the tricky light, Johnny
considered it as nice a shot as any he had ever done. The little man’s views on
the subject must remain unascertainable.


The potting of the little man had been for Johnny
something of a conditioned reflex, as was the quick glance up the street that
assured him no one was in the vicinity. 


His next actions were to replace his Mauser into its shoulder-holster and to consider what to
do. After perhaps three seconds’ deliberation, he took the late owner of the
grey macintosh by the shoulders and heaved him clear
of the lamplight into a patch of comparative shadow; then bent down and began
to go through his pockets. He found a wallet almost at once and found it to contain
a fat wad of visiting-cards, all of which proved that Monsieur Georges Leport was an expert at practically every job under the sun
– until he found one that explained this situation. 
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Johnny raised one eyebrow, replaced the visiting-cards
and the wallet and stood up once more. He walked rapidly round to where the
little man was still lying, and was just about to perform a similar autopsy
when a car came down the street, the headlights exposing the road with the
callous indifference of an operating-room arc-light.


Johnny sighed to himself, took the little man by the
armpits and swung him with one sweeping movement on to his shoulder. Singing
the Marseillaise at the top of his
voice, he lurched dangerously across the road in front of the oncoming car. The
driver stood on the brakes and the car slewed wickedly across the road, coming
to a halt with its wheels touching the pavement. 


“Fool!” said the driver, leaning out of the window. 


“What the blazes are you ruddy drunkards playing at?”
He threw open the door and sprang out into the road. “I’ve a damned good mind
to knock your nose through the back of your head. What the hell have you got
there, anyway?” He stared at the little man, hanging limply across Johnny’s
shoulders. 


It was at this precise moment that Johnny’s elbow
landed slightly to the right of the apex of his jaw and his stare suddenly
became cross-eyed. Johnny held him upright with his left hand and addressed the
other occupant of the car.


“If you do anything as silly as screaming,” he said
crisply, “I shall blow your boy friend’s brains out. I’m at least two murders
behind schedule this evening.” 


The lady’s mouth was already wide open, and for a
second it looked as if not even the safety of her bel ami could stifle the forthcoming
explosion; Johnny’s fist automatically crumpled into a ball ready to establish
forcible contact with her determined and prominent chin. But mind triumphed
almost at once over matter and she tried to swallow instead. By the time she
had finished choking, Johnny had expertly bundled both the driver and the
little man into the back of the car and was climbing cheerfully into the
driving-seat.


“This is really remarkably kind of you,” he said. “Now
where would you like to be dropped?” 


From her expression he gathered that she would have no
objection to being dropped in the river, providing Johnny moved on as quickly
as possible in an exactly opposite direction. She shrank into the corner of the
seat, palpitating visibly. 


“Come, now,” said Johnny kindly, as he set the car
rolling calmly forwards, “there’s no need for alarm. Regard me as you would Porthos, Aramis or any other
dashing young cavalier of crime. It is possible” – he rounded the corner and
placed his foot gently on the accelerator – “that you are acquainted with the
works of Mr. Leslie Charteris, as well as those of
the great Dumas.” He removed one hand from the steering-wheel and raised his
hat reverently. “In which case you will have no difficulty whatsoever in
understanding what I mean… If you don’t mind, we shall head for the Bois de Boulogne. A charming place, so
romantically isolated at this time of night; admirably suited to the disposal
of bodies. Though, of course, madame, one would
hardly wish to undertake the disposal of a body so admirably proportioned as
your own…”


He burbled on happily, while the car – which, he was
pleased to note, was a custom-built Fiat, a beauty – streaked through the
traffic, its nose steadily pointing towards the Porte de la Muette;
and while the woman’s face, a beautiful face if one ignored the forbiddingly
Hapsburg set of the chin, slowly reflected a whole range of expressions from
desperate alarm to anxious uncertainty.


At one point in a scurrilous and completely fictitious
account of Johnny’s activities while a member of an apache gang at the Boul’ Mich’ she ventured on a
bright but somehow rather practiced smile. During the account she had
stealthily contrived to remove her rings and a very valuable diamond bracelet
from their normal positions and to insinuate them inside one of her silk stockings,
a proceeding which Johnny watched with some interest in the driving-mirror. 


Eventually he rounded the park and, selecting a
suitably shady and deserted spot, eased the car to a halt. After thoughtfully
watching an indignant pair of lovers out of sight round the corner, he turned
to the lady with an apologetic gesture and tapped her lightly on the chin. 


He got out of the car and carried the woman out,
laying her carefully on the grass; then returned to the car and with some
difficulty extricated her friend from the back seat. He struck his victim once
more on the back of the head, in order to ensure that the other’s sleep would
not be disturbed; then placed him beside the lady and carefully entangled their
arms together. He stood back and surveyed his handiwork with the abstracted air
of a Michelangelo eyeing a completed statue. On the whole, he considered it
likely that they would not be disturbed until one or the other woke up.


Whistling, he went back to the car, vaulted into the
driving-seat and, after a quick glance at his little friend in the back – for
whom he was beginning to feel something approaching affection – he allowed the
car to roll forwards once more, this time up the Avenue Foch
and towards the unassuming flat where Pierre Elder normally lived. He pulled
the little man on to his shoulders once more. Elder lived in a neighbourhood
where the sight of unconscious men on the shoulders of other, more upright
citizens was merely considered one of the natural spectacles of civilised life.



Nodding to Pierre as he carried his burden through the
doorway he said: “Get rid of the car,” 


Pierre, looking thoroughly bored, walked over towards
the car, while Johnny passed through into what Pierre referred to as his
sitting-room and laid his capture on the sofa. Then he leaned thankfully
against the mantelpiece, lit a cigarette and regarded the corpse. 


After taking a few deep draws, he walked across to the
window and drew the curtains. Then he turned to the little man. He took a
penknife from his trousers-pocket and, cutting scientifically down the back of
the coat, was able to draw it off with very little trouble. Nursing his two
trophies, he went over to the gas-fire and began a systematic examination of
the contents of the pockets.


They gave him singularly little information. The
revolver was a diabolical-looking weapon of Italian design, its magazine
containing nine rounds of .32 ammunition. One round had
been fired and ejected, probably for the purpose of providing the Paris police
with a convenient clue. In all respects the gun was quite unremarkable although
the handle appeared well-rubbed and the mechanism was in smooth working
order.  A large and bulbous silencer had
been fitted over the barrel; Johnny detached it, looked at it and let one eyebrow
climb painstakingly up his forehead. The silencer was undoubtedly of the design
issued to departments of IIIB, the German Overseas Intelligence Units. This,
Johnny considered, was definitely a favourable sign.


He dug once more into the pockets with rather less
confidence than before and brought out a small and grimy handkerchief, a small
wad of cotton-waste that had clearly been used for cleaning the pistol, a
fountain-pen with a loose cap which Johnny regarded with serious misgivings but
which turned out to be perfectly innocuous, a box of matches, a cheap
cigarette-case containing two nauseous cigarettes, three hundred and twenty
francs lying loose and in shocking condition, two grocery bills addressed to M.
André Battiste of the rue de Rivoli,
and a paper-clip. Johnny crumpled up the bills and threw them away – he knew
perfectly well that German agents do not carry on them proof of their identity
when engaged in minor assassinations, and felt somewhat hurt that they should
consider him fool enough not to be aware of this – and spent something like
five minutes looking at the paperclip, turning it over and over in his fingers
as if it were a rare and unusual jewel. He then picked up his penknife once
more, advanced on the unresisting pseudo-Battiste and
attacked his trouser-pockets with the same scientific accuracy. He cut them
open and examined them carefully, very carefully – he remembered a case that
had hinged on a grain of cocaine in a dead man’s trousers-pocket – but found
absolutely nothing. 


“M-mm,” he said, and sat down beside the little man.
He threw his cigarette-end vaguely in the direction of the fire and began a
further examination. He searched the little man’s hair, the little man’s ears,
the little man’s hands, the little man’s shoes, and finally cut the little
man’s clothes completely off and subjected him to a scrutiny that, had he been
alive, the little man would certainly have found acutely embarrassing, But
there were no helpful tattoo-marks anywhere on the little man’s pale and not
too clean person, whereupon Johnny swore quietly to himself and went through
the entire performance once more, with even greater care but with no different
results. 


“Little man,” he said, sitting back on the sofa and
searching for a cushion, “you’ve had a busy day. It’s unfortunate that you’re
destined to end it in a coal-cellar.” 


He picked up one of the discarded grocery bills, uncrumpled it, took out a pencil and scribbled swiftly on
the back: 



 

       ‘I’m going
out again. Suggest


       you put little Ernest in the


       cellar for the time being.’ 



 

He placed this note in a prominent position on the
mantelpiece, then sat down once more, ruffled his hair with his hand and indulged
in a bout of serious thinking. He had drawn the expected blank with the
sharpshooter, except for one thing which would conceivably prove of assistance,
and which was adhering to little Ernest’s right hand and to the very tip of his
right shoe. 


Green paint. 


Johnny dabbed lightly at it with his finger; it was
still very slightly tacky. And the little man had been otherwise neatly if not
fastidiously dressed. The paint was almost certainly a very recent acquisition:
no attempt had been made to rub it off
and the chances were that it had not even been noticed. It was very interesting.



 

Eventually Johnny picked up the shoe, wrapped it up in
a sheet of Pierre’s newspaper, and went out of the house. The Paris taxis were
in the habit of pointedly ignoring that immediate neighbourhood, but he was
able to pick up a prowler after a few minutes’ walking and directed it to the
spot where his little reconstruction of the old Wild West had taken place.
Having arrived there, he paid off the driver, clutched his parcel firmly under
his arm and started off.


For a very long time he explored the vicinity, moving
in ever-widening and irregular circles from his central starting-point. He had
been given a very, very long chance indeed, but nevertheless he proposed to
make full use of it. He had resigned himself from the beginning to lack of
success; and by the time his circle was a quarter of a mile in circumference,
that was exactly what he’d got. Nevertheless, he was not bored.


Paris at night presented its usual enigma: streets
full of jostling, vociferous people, streets strangely
empty only a few yards from the main thoroughfares, where the lamps shone
tiredly on to the road and sleazy cats streaked madly to and fro in pursuit of
hungry but good-natured mice. It was in one of these backwaters, in a street
only a trifle less salubrious than that in which Elder lived, that Johnny found
what he had been seeking.


Heavy stone steps rose ponderously from the pavé past green, spiked railings; and at
their summit was a big brass-handled front door, glossy and gleaming with fresh
paint.


Johnny approached it circumspectly and unemotionally.
It was possible, of course, that this was the origin
of the paint on the Nazi’s shoe; but it was the sort of fluke of which Johnny
usually fought very shy. The normal procedure would be for the H.Q. analysts to
scrape the paint off the shoe, to subject it to a series of searching and elaborate tests, and finally to declare
that this was almost certainly Paint – perhaps with a few helpful comments as to
its ingredients, unusual features and possible origin. On the other hand,
Johnny disliked routine as much as any other self-respecting Intelligence Agent, and this Providence-sent door might conceivably… 


Johnny stooped down and tentatively applied the back
of his finger to the surface of the door; the paint was not exactly wet, but
still definitely tacky. After a few moments’ examination of the coating, Johnny
wrapped a handkerchief around his right hand and gingerly opened the door. He
stood for another moment and cautiously scanned the list of residents that was
scribbled on a rough sheet of paper and tacked to the door –



 

       Flat A.......... M. Auguste Colle


       Flat
B.......... Mlle. Odette Brahms


       Flat
C........... Abu L. Hafiz



 

then stepped inside, took from his breast-pocket a small pencil flashlight
and bent again to examine the inside of the door. This was unbelievably promising.
The pale beam of the flash showed three minor finger-prints
and, just above the handle, the imprint of the whole side of a hand where
somebody had apparently sought the handle and missed it. The paint on
little Ernest’s hand was in a position that made it seem likely that this reconstruction
was more than hypothetical… Johnny stooped even lower and looked hard and long
at the very base of the door. At the left-hand corner was the faint imprint of
the pointed toe of a shoe, and – Johnny placed his nose perhaps six inches from
the mark in his endeavour to see clearly – there was the very faintest suspicion
of a smear of brown shoe polish. The shoe under Johnny’s arm was pointed, very
pointed, and freshly polished. 


Johnny took a deep breath and stood up once more;
after a second’s pause he switched off his light and reached for the
door-handle. His fingers were resting on it when the hall lights suddenly went
on; he turned round, screwing up his eyes against the sudden glare, and rubbed
his back ingratiatingly against the door.


It was perfectly obvious who had switched on the
light. She was standing half-way up the stairs and had not troubled to remove
her hand from the switch. She was wearing a frilly and almost diaphanous
dressing-gown which showed fairly clearly that she had undoubtedly removed
almost everything else. A heavy wave of one of the cheaper perfumes oozed
heartily down the hall; Johnny wrinkled his nose and pressed against the door a
trifle more eagerly. Mademoiselle Odette Brahms,
seemed to be one of those young ladies with what is called an overpowering
presence. 


She dropped her hand from the switch, yawned and made
no endeavour to conceal the action. She stared at Johnny with the aloof
distaste of a Pekinese puppy before deciding to smile at him. Her teeth were
uneven and there seemed to be rather too many of them on the lower jaw; Johnny
liked her best as she had been before, though even that was not saying much.


She took a step down the stairs, allowing the step to
display most of what Johnny assumed to be her left leg, and said:


“Hullo, dear. Looking for me?”


Johnny said: “You must be Odette.”


“That’s right,” she said. She dabbed absent-mindedly
at a curl above her right ear. “That’s absolutely right, dearie.
Come on up.” 


Johnny said: “Thank you.” He tucked his parcel
resolutely under his arm and marched up the staircase towards her. Having made
sure that he had no intention of escaping, Mademoiselle Brahms yawned pinkly
once more, turned and led the way into the room that lay at the exact top of
the stairs, overlooking the hall. It looked exactly as Johnny would have
expected Mademoiselle Brahm’s room to look, but
smelled rather worse. It had about it an air of unwashed crockery, cracked
plaster and of unshaven masculinity; it was presided over by a large rendering
of the Eiffel Tower in execrable poster-paints that made even Johnny, a
Philistine in all artistic matters, wince and look at the bed.


After that picture, the bed looked not unattractive.
Johnny sat down heavily upon it, there being nowhere else to sit, and wondered
if Mademoiselle Brahms were not, perhaps, something of a psychologist.


She was standing in front of a cheval-glass against
the far waIl, combing her hair with a sort of
dignified hopelessness. She was of the uncompromisingly fluffy type, and seemed
to know it. Johnny watched her and saw one large blue eye regarding him from
the mirror; her eyes, he thought, were easily her best feature. They were
lustrous, calm and completely lacked the gleam of anxious predatoriness
which is almost the trade-mark of women in her profession. 


“Don’t know you, do I?” she said, turning round. “Who
sent you?” 


Johnny said without hesitation: “Jean.”


There are many Jeans in Paris.


It seemed to him that she eyed him in a more
favourable light. Obviously, one of the Jeans in Paris was one of the
higher-class maquereaux.


He sighed, took out his wallet and dealt ten one thousand-franc
notes on to the bed. 


Odette brightened visibly, gave her hair a final pat
and came across the room to him. 


Johnny dodged her neatly and said: “Just a minute.
Before we do anything else, we must have a little talk.” 


“Uh-huh,” she said. 


Johnny reflected dismally that talking was probably
not in her line. He said: “Come and sit down.” 


She shrugged: “I’ll get into bed – if you don’t mind.
It’s damned cold in this thing.”


“Why do you wear it?” 


She pouted and pulled the bedclothes round her neck.
She said: “Don’t you like it? Most of my friends do.”


“It seems sort of unnecessary,” said Johnny, drawing
one of the notes lightly across his fingers. “Still, if you like that sort of
thing you should have another one. You can get a very nice nightdress for ten
thousand francs. And a girl with a figure like yours needs a nightdress that’ll
really set it off.”


“Yes?” she said irritably. “Look, m’sieur,
you don’t have to be polite to me. I’ve
got a figure like an old sack and I don’t care who knows it; me, I know all about it. The point is,
do you want it or don’t you?”


Johnny said: “Let’s be suave and polished about this,
shall we? On the other hand, my little rabbit, you might have something that I will pay you for. Ten thousand francs,
to be precise… Well?” 


“Well, what? Go ahead and shoot.”


Johnny thought of the gun reposing in his
shoulder-holster and considered the advisability of taking her suggestion
literally. It was an attractive idea, but not really practicable. He said: “I
want to know about Anton Maszupy.” 


She said: “Never heard of him.”


Nor had Johnny, for that
matter. He said: “He was
with you today. A little man with light brown, hair, greying at the temples;
wore a grey suit and brown shoes. Rather a pointed nose and –”


She said: “Henri, you mean. He’s not – who you said.
At least, if he is, it’s news to, me.”


Johnny smiled. “So he calls himself Henri, eh? Little Henri. Ah, well. Tell me about little Henri, my pet.”


She sat up suddenly. “What do you want to know about
Henri for? He’s been pretty good to me, he has. I wouldn’t want to do Henri
down. You keep your ruddy money. I can do without it.”


Johnny looked at her and rustled the note
provocatively between his fingers. He said: “You know – I love the noise a
thousand-franc note makes when gripped lightly between the fingers. It has
something of the sound of leaves rustling on the ground in autumn, but there’s
something else besides.” He held it out to her. “Here, you try it.”


She took the note and examined it carefully, without
attempting to rustle it. After a while she lay back in the bed again and said:
“Well, I can’t tell you much. I don’t see how what I can tell you would do
anybody any harm.”


Johnny said: “That’s all to the good.” 


“Yes. Well, he said his name was Donnet,
Henri Donnet. I picked him – met him at L’Auberge Licorne seven
or eight months ago; and he used to drop in to see me quite often after that. About once a fortnight – sometimes more or sometimes less.” 


“Go on.” 


“That’s all I know.” 


“Sure? You don’t know where he lived, if he was
married, what he did?” 


“No. Why the hell should I? He comes in when he feels
like it, and he’s always generous, so what do I care?…
Now I come to think of it, though, I think he was a clerk or something. From
something he said to me once… in a shipping firm, I think. Wouldn’t
swear to it.” 


“When did you last see him, before this evening?” 


“I don’t know. Wait… No, I can’t remember, I never can
remember dates, and I see quite a number of people, you know, every day. About
a fortnight, I suppose. That’s as near as I can get to it.” 


Johnny stood up. He said: “Well, if that’s all you can
tell me, that’s all you can tell me. Too bad. If you
do happen to remember anything else, give me a call and there may be another
five thousand coming your way. Darreaux is the name –
care of Rostand’s.” 


“Just a minute,” she said. Johnny, his hand on the
door-handle, waited. 


“Tell you what,” she said. “Leave another two thousand
and, next time he comes, I’ll find out all about him. Everything.
And I’ll do it so he won’t get curious – don’t worry,
I’m good at that sort of thing. Then I’ll meet you somewhere, pass it on and
you come across with another three thousand.” She looked at him, well pleased
with her business acumen. “Well, what about it?” 


Johnny said: “Now that’s a great idea. I’ll go better than that. Next time you see him, let me know and
I’ll give you ten thousand, if you’ve got all I need to know. How about that?” 


She thought it over with obvious effort, then said: 


“Okay. It’s a deal.”


Johnny said: “Right. I’ll be seeing you, then,” and
went out, grinning evilly to himself.


Well, that seemed like a dead end. After
all his trouble, a dead end. A pity. Still – Donnet. Henri Donnet. The chances were against that being the little
man’s usual name, but – there had been a different name on those phoney bills.
It was worth checking. Oh, yes. Henry Donnet would
certainly be worth checking…
















 


CHAPTER NINE 



 

Marie-Andrée sat at the
table in the corner of the room, examining her chin with her right forefinger;
her typewriter stood squarely in front of her with a virgin sheet of white
paper protruding from the roller. She continued to study the keys for another
two or three minutes, still stroking her chin; then sighed to herself and reached across the table towards the cigarette
box. She took out a cigarette, pushed it into her mouth and turned her
attention once more to the open notebook that lay beside the typewriter. After
turning over one or two pages, she lit her cigarette, inhaled, and began to
type. 


“Fashions,” she explained hurriedly, “are now turning
from the ethereal styles of the summer to the more formal brocades and moirés
suitable for the oncoming winter. The stiff grosgrains of traditional French
taste will once more be in evidence, and the new selection at Delanghe’s reveals that Ottoman silks are once more in the
news. Metal-grey tones, in particular, are…”


She suddenly realised that she had forgotten to give
the article its heading and petulantly turned the roller backwards. After a few
moments’ consideration, she headed it: 


“At Seven o’clock This Evening.” It was far from
brilliant, but it would do. She turned the roller again and glanced at what she
had already written. “Metal-grey tones, in partIcular,
are…”


Well – what the hell were metal-grey tones doing? She’d forgotten. Either going out or
coming in; it was all in the notebook anyway. Did it matter? She got up and
walked over to the window. 


At seven o’clock this evening. It was long past that:
almost an hour past that, and there was no sign of the Englishman. If he were an Englishman, of course. He should have shown up
by now. She parted the curtains slightly and looked miserably down the street,
where the late diners were moving steadily towards the centre of the city.
Johnny was not among them; was never among them, she thought sadly. She dropped
the curtains and turned once more to the typewriter; and, it was at this moment
that the telephone rang. 


She heard Antoine coming through from the bedroom as
she crossed the room to it. She glanced at him and picked up the receiver.
“Yes… Hullo? Who –?” She looked once more at Antoine
and shrugged. “Yes. This is Madame Darreaux. You’re
the Agency?… Yes, quite right. Yes, go ahead.” She sat
down on the arm of the chair and leaned wearily against the wall. 


“We’ve been keeping an eye your husband, Madame Darreaux,” said the thin metallic voice in her ear. “I
don’t think there’ll be any difficulty in obtaining the evidence you require. I
have a report here which has arrived quite recently, and I’ll see that a copy
reaches you in the morning, meanwhile, you instructed that you were to be
contacted daily, so if you wish to hear the report I’ll read it out to you.” 


Marie-Andrée said: “Yes, do that.” She took a pencil from her handbag and pulled the
notebook on the table towards her. Slowly, in her neat script, she copied down
the detective’s report. 


“Your husband arose at about 10.00 hours, madame, breakfasted at the hotel in a leisurely manner and
afterwards returned to his room for the space of three-quarters of an hour. He
then came out, wearing a trilby-hat and a dark macintosh,
and hired a taxi which took him to the Place de l’Etoile.
Here he got out, walked across the square and went into the offices of Western
Defence Headquarters, where he remained for perhaps twenty minutes. It was
naturally impossible for our man to follow his exact movements while there.”


Antoine, watching the pencil wriggling across the
paper looked up at her and nodded. He said softly: “That’s good.”


“Monsieur Darreaux emerged
at about twelve-fifteen, hired a taxi and was driven to a flat in the Avenue Montagu, where he remained until shortly before 14.00
hours. The flat belongs to a married woman with whom you suspect your husband
to have been consorting. Here is the name and address…”


Marie-Andrée gave an
uncontrollable giggle as she wrote it down. Antoine looked at her curiously,
and said: “Hey – how does my wife come into this?”


“He’s been seducing her,” she said. “Shut up.” And continued to write. 


“14.00, Returned Rostand’s;
had lunch. 


“Had long conversation
with young lady in the foyer and with a Monsieur Briquet,
at one time a well-known member of the F.F.I. Then went up to his room. 


“Remained in his room all the afternoon; ordered
coffee to be sent up to him shortly after 16.30 hours.


“Came downstairs again at 18.15; had drink in bar;
went out and again took taxi to place de l’Etoile.
Again went to H.Q., and was there when last report was ’phoned through. No
further news since then, report overdue, will be appended
tomorrow.”


“Thank you,” she said. “That’s very helpful.” She
replaced the receiver and smoothed the notebook with her fingers.


“It looks as if he’s genuine, doesn’t it? Apparently he’s been checking up on
you, as well.” 


Antoine said: “Yes, well, I don’t like it in the
least. I want Simone kept out of this.” 


She looked at him curiously, then
said shortly: “I imagine he knows what he’s doing.” 


“Then what is he
doing? He should have been here some time ago.” 


“Lots of things might have happened. They might not
have finished checking the letter at H.Q. yet. And, anyway, he said he’d be in
some time this evening, and the night’s young yet. It’s silly to start worrying
about him already.” She sat down in front of the typewriter and looked stonily
at her article: she was wondering – not for the first time – exactly what
Simone Gervais looked like. Antoine, seated in the
corner, rubbed his forehead with a tired gesture, and closed his eyes. 


“… Tall, slim, with green eyes and long waves of
hair,” Antoine had told her many times what she looked like, but she found it
impossible to build together any coherent image of her appearance. Green eyes,
pale, mocking green eyes – she turned slightly in her chair and looked at
Antoine, sprawled back in the untidiness of complete relaxation. It was no
good, of course. Whatever she looked like, she had hold of Antoine all right;
there would be no one else where he was concerned – as Marie-Andrée had discovered slowly but inevitably. It was rather
a pity.


She watched Antoine’s face and the slight irregularity
of the jaw-bone and the unruly sweep of the long brown hair across the
forehead. He needed a haircut badly. She drew nervously on her cigarette, and
wondered if she were really in love with him. She was drawn to him, both by his
queer, adult yet unsophisticated attitude to life and the predicament he was
in, the predicament that had gradually formed an intangible bond between them;
there were times when she had wanted him badly… but could one be in love with
someone who seemed oblivious to one’s existence as a woman at all? You could in
books – yes. In practical life, she thought, it is not as easy as that. There
are so many factors that go to make love between a man and a woman, factors
that an atmosphere of casual comradeship completely destroys. And, in the long
run, what good could come of it? 


Marie-Andrée had all the
Frenchwoman’s capacity for considering in cold blood the results of purely
emotional conflicts, but this was a question to which she could find no answer.
She did not know. There were too many things that she did not know; the only
certain thing was that she was unhappy.


She stubbed out her cigarette and looked once more to
her article which, somehow, seemed less important than ever. It was impossible
to continue it; she tore out the paper with a sudden spurt of petulance and
threw it viciously into the waste-paper basket. As she did so the doorbell
shrilled, breaking the silence with a stridency that made a muscle jump in her
forearm.


She said: “All right. I’ll go,” and walked towards the
door. Antoine watched her pass through the door, thought for a moment, then
wriggled over on to one side, and pulled the pistol from his coat-pocket. He
sat there quietly, with the pistol on his knee, until he heard Johnny’s voice
in the hall; whereupon he glanced down at the pistol, and gently returned it to
his pocket.


“’Evening,” said Johnny, strolling into the room and
stripping off his macintosh. “It’s been quite an
amusing day, what with one thing and another. Sorry I’m a shade late:”


Antoine said: “We’ve been expecting you for some time.
I expect you’d like some coffee.”


“Of course he would,” said Marie-Andrée,
appearing behind Johnny’s shoulder. “I’ll go and make some. If you sit by the
kitchen door, I can hear you talk while I’m making it.”


Antoine nodded, got to his feet and brushed imaginary
cigarette ash from his thighs, He said:


“Okay. Let’s hear about it, Johnny,”


Johnny allowed himself to be marshalled into a large
and comfortable armchair, crossed his legs and smiled at the opposite wall.


“The letter,” he began, “has some rather peculiar
points about it which have led the boys to think that it may be a forgery. The signature’s undoubtedly genuine, but it appears
that it wasn’t typed on one of the office typewriters at Siegen
– which is peculiar. They’re retaining the letter for further examination. I
take it that’s the point you’re most interested  in.”


Antoine said: “But that’s wonderful. There’s a chance
–” 


“Yes, there’s a chance.” Johnny bent one finger and
examined the nail with some care. “Not much more than that though. You’re not
out of the wood yet.” 


“No, I quite realise that.” 


“What’s more to the point, there’s been some fun and
games going on,” Johnny fumbled in his wallet. “Ever heard of the Jousset Detective Agency?” 


Antoine said: “I seem to have heard of the name
somewhere.” 


“Yes. It seems they decided to take an interest in my
movements. They’ve had a man tailing me all day, and unfortunately he got shot
through the head in a dark street – in mistake for me, I imagine. I was rather
wondering why this Agency was taking an interest in me.” 


“I don’t know,” said Antoine thoughtfully, “Maybe they
–” He stopped and wiped his nose with his handkerchief. 


Marie-Andrée appeared in the
doorway, carrying a tray of coffee, She said: “What
happened after that?” 


“Things happened rather quickly. In a moment of mental
aberration, I shot the fellow who had performed this operation on the
detective, and carted his body off to a safe place. I didn’t learn anything
about him at all, as a result. The whole thing is damned unsatisfactory.”


Marie-Andrée placed the tray
on the table beside the typewriter, and leaned on the edge of the table. She
said: “It so happens that we hired
that detective,” and stared angrily at Antoine. 


“I see. Rather risky step to take, wasn’t it?” He
pushed his feet out across the carpet and enjoyed the silence.


She said: “I think we’d better tell Johnny about it.
It seems he’s on our side – whoever he is.”


Johnny said: “I’m not on anybody’s side except my own.
I don’t much mind if you tell me about it – whatever ‘it’ is – or not. I’ll
find out sooner or later, anyway. Maybe you’d like to think it over until
tomorrow.” He sat up in the chair as if preparatory to leaving, though in
reality he had no intention of doing so.


Antoine fingered the cover of his chair for a moment
and said: “Well – the situation is this, Johnny – or whatever your name is. I
found out last night that you’re not Fedora, and I naturally became rather
curious as to what your game was and why you were playing it. I’m still
puzzled.”


“What do you mean – I’m not Fedora?” Johnny was
genuinely indignant. “You don’t mean to say that somebody else is going round
pretending to be me? That’ll make matters a bit too damned complicated.” 


“No.” Antoine took the envelope from his breast-pocket
and flipped it across the table. “I found this in Pinot’s safe last night. It
looks like an official photograph, and it’s supposed to be of Fedora. Well,
it’s obviously not you,” 


Johnny examined the photograph, turning it over
carefully in his long, slim fingers, and grinned. 


“But it is,” he said. “That’s me all right.” 


Marie-Andrée protested:
“There’s no resemblance. Not the slightest.” 


“No, I suppose there isn’t, now. The trouble was that
this gentleman you see depicted here had become a little too well known where
the German Intelligence operated. So very recently he went to a plastic surgeon
of unsurpassed brilliance, and now” – Johnny tapped himself on the chest – “he
looks just like this. It’s as simple as that.” 


Antoine and Marie-Andrée
looked at each other and then back at
Johnny. They stared at him as though he were a visitant from Mars. Then Antoine
said: “But how extraordinary. It’s almost unbelievable.” 


“It seems more like common sense to me,” said Johnny
wearily. He was feeling slightly irritated at the turn events had taken.
“There’s nothing unbelievable about it at all. Marie-Andrée
probably knows enough about the science of face lifting to convince you of
that. Not” – he smiled at her – “that I imagine she has needed to have recourse
to that science herself.” 


She smiled back at him without quite knowing why and
said: “Thank you.” She thought, even as she said it, that such a remark was
completely pointless. 


Antoine was still staring at Johnny, occasionally
looking down to the photograph on the table.


“The change, though,” he said dully. “That is really remarkable. The whole
face, it is altered. Have you any proof that what you say is true?” 


“Why the hell,” said Johnny nastily, “should I bother
to prove it? What do you propose to do about it if I don’t? Really, I don’t see
–”


Marie-Andrée laid a hand on
his arm: “Please,” she said. “Please don’t be angry. It is for Antoine’s peace
of mind, you understand. When one is in his position, not knowing
who are friends and who are enemies, one naturally is worried and a trifle
touchy.” 


“Touchy, hell! I’m not touchy,” said Antoine. “At the same time, I
like to know exactly what is going on. It is not that I am ungrateful; merely
that I am used to working that way. Please forget what I said.”


“It’s not what you said, Antoine. It’s what you did.
That was a damned silly thing to do, to take that photograph… I should, of
course, very much like to know what the photograph was doing there, in the
first place; but perhaps that will be revealed to us in the future. The point
is that by taking it you’ve established a connection between you and me. When
Pinot discovers the only two things missing from his flat are your letter and a
photograph of me, he’s bound to start putting two and two together. We can only
hope he doesn’t make four too damned quickly.” 


“I’m sorry.” Antoine was apologetic. “One doesn’t
think of these things at the time.” 


“No. Oh, well, the thing’s done now. There is a
definite danger, however, that they may be able to trace you through me.
Perhaps you’d better move to somewhere else when I’m gone. Is there anywhere
else you can go to?”


Marie-Andrée said: “Yes. I
arranged another hideout for Antoine, in case things got a little too hot for him
in this part of the world.” 


“Sensible girl. You’d better move there tonight, and take care to
shake off anybody who may be shadowing you. Not that I imagine they’ll waste
time that way.” Johnny moved across the room and picked up a coffee-cup, His
eyes surveyed Marie-Andrée thoughtfully but
incuriously; she suppressed a shudder as she realised what he meant. 


“You think they may be… outside now?” 


“No, why should they be? If anybody has traced you,
he’ll come straight up.” Johnny spoke quite calmly, “I think I’ll stay here for
a bit after you’ve gone, and make sure everything’s all right. And – if you’ll
drink your coffee – you may as well get moving right away.” 


Antoine picked up his coffee-cup and swished it
moodily from side to side. He said: “I’m not going.” 


The two men eyed each other, warily, across the table
for a few seconds; then Johnny looked down at his coffee and sipped at it
carefully. He did not say anything. Marie-Andrée,
suddenly conscious of an almost unbearable tension, sat down in the chair that
Johnny had just vacated and looked from one to the other. 


Antoine said: “I’m not satisfied. I didn’t ask you to
poke your nose into our business, Monsieur Whoever-you-are; and I don’t like
being ordered about. I make my own decisions. I stay here.” 


“Don’t you think you’re being rather childish?” said
Johnny slowly. 


Antoine made a sudden, completely Gallic gesticulation
with his right arm. “That is possible. All I know is, I am accustomed to make
my own plans and I intend to continue to do so. I object strongly to having my
arrangements made for me by a young lady whom I hardly know and by a complete
stranger who apparently changes identity every time I see him. It is too much…
I will go – yes – but I go on my own. That way I know where I stand.
Mademoiselle,” he said, giving Marie-Andrée a formal
bow. “I am, you know, deeply grateful for all you have done. But I can no lonnger accept your hospitality. There are some things –”


“Sit down,” said Johnny, irritated. 


“I tell you it is no use. I have considered –” 


“Sit down,” said Johnny again, quietly this time. And
Antoine, after a furious glance round the room, balanced himself on the edge of
the table with the air of a man making a special concession. 


“Let’s look at this in cold blood,” said Johnny. “It
will be fatal if we allow ourselves to get worked up about this matter. You
were a soldier, Monsieur Gervais, and you know that as well as I do. If we have to take chances, these
chances must be weighed carefully…  I,
frankly, don’t think you have much chance of getting away by yourself; nor, for
that matter, do you. The only reason why you want to try it is because living
in this room for so long has begun to prey on your nerves. I can imagine that,
delightful as Mademoiselle Duveyrier’s society must
be, it can easily pall on a man in your predicament. Don’t think I don’t
understand your feelings – I do, perfectly. On the other hand, I’m working for
the British Intelligence and your co-operation is essential to me; you can rely
on it that, if you co-operate with me, I won’t let you down. And, as the matter
on which I am engaged directly concerns the French Government’s affairs, you
will also be doing a great service to France – a consideration which, in view
of your record, I should think would weigh fairly heavily with you. What I am
asking – not ordering – you to do may sound easy but is really damned
difficult; it takes the hell of a lot of nerve for a hunted man to stay put in
one place when everyone else is doing something active. I think you have that
amount of nerve, so I want you to do that. I can promise that you won’t have to
do it for long; at the present rate, something is bound to crack – your
‘whipping’ that photograph is going to prod somebody into doing something,
unless I’m very much mistaken. And, of course, the report from H.Q. will be
through tomorrow. All things considered, it is nothing but madness for you to
leave us now.” 


There was a short pause; then Antoine said
thoughtfully: “It is true, of course, that I am behaving badly. I have the cafard, without doubt. What I am wondering is
whether my removal of your photograph can have any connection with this
assassination – this attempt on your life. If it has –”


“If it has,” Johnny agreed, “it lessens your chances by a considerable degree. It means that
they’ve got at me through you, instead of the other way about;
which again means that they must know where you are. All in all” – he sighed
heavily – “this seems to be a deucedly complicated situation – not unlike the
plot of Savoy Opera.” 


Gervais spread out his fingers on the arms of his chair and
smoothed the fabric gently with them. He said nothing for a long thirty
seconds; then: 


“But this problem with which I am faced – it permits
of a solution so simple that I am ashamed of myself for not having thought of
it at once. I am bitterly ashamed. Everyone knows that Johnny Fedora is a
pianist of the first order – a great artiste. In the corner of the room there
is a piano. It is as easy as that.”


Johnny looked over one shoulder at the upright piano
standing by itself, opposite the window; then back at Gervais.



“Okay.” 


“That is all right?” 


“If I play something for you, you’ll accept me as
Fedora. I don’t mind doing that.” 


“If you play it well
enough.” 


“I’ll play it well enough.” Johnny got to his feet and
walked over to the piano stool. “We’ll let the lady select the test piece.” 


Marie-Andrée’s eyes moved
slowly from the piano to Johnny’s hands, resting motionless by his thighs; and
from there travelled upwards to his face. 


“Saint-Saëns. Allegro
Appassionata.” 


Johnny raised an eyebrow and sat down on the music
stool. “you don’t take any chances.”


“You know it?”


“In places,” said Johnny, and lifted the lid. His
long, slender fingers casually estimated the keys for a few moments, brushing
the surface of the notes; paused for perhaps another two seconds, then began to
play…


“Show-piece,” he said under his breath, with the first
chord, “but – attractive.” The fingers of his right hand suddenly became a
blur, and Gervais’s eyes – cold and  methodically calculating – half-closed
themselves. 


“All right, Johnny. I’m satisfied.” 


“But go on,” said Marie-Andrée
quickly. “Go on. It’s beautiful.” 


Johnny went on. Gervais had
caught the quick, half-cynical grin that Johnny had shot at him even as Marie-Andrée had spoken, and edged himself farther back in the
chair. Well… what if she did like it?
He looked sideways at her profile, with its single blue eye focused drearily on
the keyboard and on those thin, fantastically agile fingers which jumped and
struck and danced and slid and weaved – and all the time made the air vibrant
with music… It was a gift, he decided mournfully. Some had it and others
hadn’t. And anyway, he’d asked for it… Come to think of it, what was he getting
jealous for? It wasn’t his woman. 


All the same – it would be nice, he felt, to be able
to play the piano like that. Or, if not like that, at least
reasonably well. He looked sadly down at his own fingers, wiggled them
up and down once or twice; then slowly looked up into
the mouth of a nasty-looking pistol. The hand holding it was also brown, muscular
and well-shaped; but it was neither his nor Johnny’s. It was that of Captain
Delacroix. 


“All right,” said the Captain. “Hands
on top of the head, please; and absolutely no trouble. I need hardly say
that I’m here on business.” 


Gervais promptly raised his hands and locked them behind his
head in the accepted manner; his gaze still fixed on the barrel of the revolver
that seemed to him as large as a railway-tunnel. Behind him, he heard a soft,
muffled gasp from Marie-Andrée; Johnny ended an
incredibly fast run in a perfectly casual manner, played a vaguely
final-sounding chord and stopped. The last booming note tingled in the air and
then vanished – pathetically – into absolute silence. 



 

Outside in the street the three men leaning against
the wall looked inquiringly at one another. Then the smallest nodded, took a
packet of cigarettes from his macintosh pocket, and
shook one loose into the palm of his hand. 


“Not much doubt about that,
is there?” he said. 


Then, when nobody said anything, he pushed the unlit
cigarette into his mouth and nodded again. 


The three men pushed themselves off the wall and,
walking with easy, unhurried strides, crossed the, street, moving steadily
towards Marie-Andrée’s flat.

















 

CHAPTER TEN 



 

DELACROIX shepherded them into the corner of the room
with the quiet efficiency of a highly-trained sheepdog, sat down on the piano
stool and hooked his ankle nonchalantly round the stem. His elbow rested on the
keyboard and the pistol continued to point negligently just to the left of
Antoine’s navel. Something seemed to be amusing him; at any rate, his mouth
occasionally twisted slightly, as if its muscles were suppressing a chuckle. 


“Well,” he said eventually. “So here we all are.
You’ve given us a lot of trouble, Antoine. Won’t you introduce me to your
friends?” 


“Mademoiselle Duveyrier,”
said Gervais in a faintly bored voice. “Captain Delacroix of the Dupont Brigade. Captain Delacroix:
Monsieur Fedora of the British Intelligence Service.” 


The barrel of the pistol gave the slightest of
noticeable jerks, then moved slightly in Johnny’s
direction. “The pleasure is entirely mine,” said Delacroix uneasily. “Monsieur
Fedora, of course, I know by reputation. I am surprised to find him concerned
in our little private matters; but with such influential friends, it is no
wonder that you took a great deal of tracing.” 


“Just how did you trace me?” 


“A telephone call from an
anonymous well-wisher.”
Delacroix surveyed Antoine’s face thoughtfully, his own remaining completely
devoid of expression. “A woman.” His eyes wandered
slightly sideways to Marie-Andrée, took in Johnny on
the way back, and fixed themselves once more on Antoine. “There can be no harm
in your knowing – now.” 


Antoine’s shoulder-blades moved slightly, a shrug that
was abandoned before it had really commenced. “Thanks to Monsieur Fedora, I
consider it possible that my innocence may be established by tomorrow. To kill
me now, it would be ill-advised.”


Delacroix said softly; “But, Antoine, never for a
moment have I really thought you to be guilty.” 


Antoine looked down at the pistol, disconcertingly
steady and once more pointing at his stomach. “I see.” 


Delacroix’s mouth twitched once more in quietly
sadistic enjoyment. He said: “Yes, that’s how it is. This is purely for my
personal pleasure. I am sorry for Monsieur Fedora and for the young lady; but
they should really have kept their noses out of our business. They have only
themselves to blame.” He hesitated for a moment. “Well, Antoine, I am not a
religious man, but I will allow you the space of thirty seconds in order to say
a prayer to whatever God you wish to nominate as your auxiliary.” His mouth
broadened once more; and the pistol inclined slightly upwards until the sights
lined themselves up with Gervais’s left ventricle.


There was another silence. Gervais
remained completely calm; but Johnny saw, out of the corner of his eye, the
thin moisture gathering on the side of his forehead. He rested his back against
the wall and began, slowly and deliberately, to estimate his chances of a draw…
For thirty seconds Delacroix would be watching all three of them, ready to
shoot at the slightest move. Then he would shoot Gervais,
and for a split second his attention would have to be focused on placing the
shot. The recoil of the gun would inevitably disturb his aim for another
decimal point of a second; and re-levelling it at Johnny would occupy a
slightly greater fraction of time. Johnny, used to thinking in terms of hundredths
of a second, felt that he had a chance. His eyes focused dreamily on
Delacroix’s right wrist and on the fingers that cuddled the pistol; in perhaps
ten seconds from now there would be the slightest movement of the wrist
muscles, telegraphing in advance the tightening of the trigger-finger; and in
the time between that most infallible of signals and the hot blaze of the revolver,
Johnny’s own hand must be inside his coat and flicking his own pistol up and
outwards. Then it would be an even bet…


Gervais had had it, anyway. That was too bad. It seemed
pretty certain that he himself would have to take one before he could put one
back in the right place. But he thought that the girl would be all right. The
idea amused him… Of the four people now in the room, in five more seconds’ time
only one would be unharmed. He was sufficiently self-confident not to hold out
much hope of Delacroix coming through completely in one piece. 


Then, just as Delacroix’s hand seemed to be hesitating
before it squeezed, somebody kicked the door open behind Johnny. He had no
clear idea of the subsequent events, because exactly half of them took place
behind his back; he saw Delacroix twist in his seat and saw the revolver jump
twice with a noise like a stifled cough, heard the horrible blood-choked grunt
of a man with a bullet through the throat coming from just behind him, then a
burst of angry plops, the unmistakable hiss and thump of revolver bullets hitting
flesh and a sudden vision, like a shot from a surrealist film, of Delacroix
lurching giddily from the piano stool and sending it spinning wildly round as
he fell, his eyes half-closed and a thin trickle of blood unaccountably coming
from his mouth. 


Then the room was still, full of the harsh tang of
cordite fumes, and two macintoshed men were coming
across it, stepping almost daintily across the prone body of the man who lay in
the doorway and with whom Delacroix had made no mistakes at all. 


The smaller of the two went straight across the room
to Delacroix’s body and surveyed it thoughtfully. Apart from keeping their
pistols lazily swinging in the general direction of Gervais,
they seemed to be ignoring the other occupants of the room. Then, after staring
at Delacroix’s face for some time – one would have thought, by no means a rewarding
spectacle – the smaller man sighed quietly and said to his companion: 


“That was him all right.”


The other fumbled in his inside coat-pocket and
produced a photograph; and for a further two seconds they compared it with the
supine Delacroix. Then they nodded together and the larger man replaced the
photograph tenderly. 


“That,” he said, “would have meant an Iron Cross for
us a few years ago, Paul.” He gave Delacroix a disinterested kick and, for the
first time, eyed Gervais and Johnny in a somewhat
malignant manner. 


“Fast!” said Paul, still
unable to move his gaze from the recumbent Frenchman. “Talk about fast! I’ll swear he had the gun in his
hand before Georges was in the room. But he won’t be fast any more.” 


“No,” agreed the larger man morosely. He made a slight
motion of his pistol towards the others. “You’d better have a look through the
pockets of this lot; I’ll keep an eye on them.” 


Johnny watched them as they turned from Delacroix and
commenced the operation beloved of gangsters and Customs officials but
otherwise discountenanced by the civilised world. 


Both men had hard, stony faces, with the wary,
thinly-lined mouths of professional killers; neither looked particularly
intelligent, but both exuded the cold-blooded, unexcited confidence of men who
know exactly what they are doing. Maybe they did. But Johnny had a pretty good
idea who they thought they had killed and whom the photograph that they had
studied represented. It could hardly be anyone other than himself. He prepared
to enjoy himself and allowed Paul to remove from its shoulder-holster the light
Mauser automatic pistol of which Delacroix had not
bothered to deprive him. 


Paul laid on the table the Mauser
and the pistol that Gervais had carried in his
coat-pocket, then turned wearily back to his victims. 


“There’s no need for any alarm,” he said in a tired
voice. “We have orders to escort Captain Gervais to
see our – er – Chief.” He looked querulously from
Johnny to Antoine and back again. “The other gentleman and the young lady we
have no orders about, and will be allowed to go free… Captain Gervais?” 


“Yes?” said Antoine and Johnny together. 


Paul’s eyes narrowed in a rather conventional manner
as the two others exchanged puzzled glances. “Captain Antoine Gervais,” he said in the same slightly bored tone. “Which
of you two gentleman is Captain Antoine Gervais?” 


“I am,” said Johnny and Antoine in perfect unison.
There was a long pause. Then, slowly and deliberately, Paul scratched the back
of his head and looked at his companion. He said in German: “Karl, do you know which of them is Gervais?” 


Karl shook his head firmly. “She said there would be Gervais, Fedora and a young lady here. You know as much as
I do. But obviously they cannot both be Gervais.” 


“But obviously, imbecile.” Paul turned back and eyed Johnny and Antoine with
impartial malevolence. “They must be persuaded,” he said kindly.


“Ah!” said Karl. His hard rat-trap of a mouth quivered
at the edges, almost as if he were smiling. 


Paul moved pensively towards Johnny and examined him
closely, rather as if he was endeavouring to decide on what particular part of
Johnny’s anatomy to commence operations. He rocked gently to and fro on his
heels, smacked one palm into the other, then turned and went back. 


“Not here,” he said quickly. “We may have attracted
some attention. And persuasion, as I understand the word, usually involves a
certain amount of noise – involuntary, but nevertheless embarrassing. We’d
better take them all along. Or – at least – I will take them along while you
stay here and clean up” – he eyed the prostrate figure of his late companion in
the doorway unemotionally – “the mess.” 


Karl looked disappointed, but nodded. The other
extricated his pistol from the pocket where he had placed it, flourished it
somewhat obtrusively and then indicated the door with it. “Shall we go?” 


They went: Marie-Andrée
first, then Johnny and Antoine, with the unmentionable Paul bringing up the
rear. 


As they walked out onto the street Antoine whispered
urgently: “There’s only one. Think we might make a break for it?” 


“Could do, I suppose. But I want to see what’s going
on and why; and if we hang on a little longer it looks as if someone will
enlighten us… Besides, there’s the girl.” 


“It is not permitted,” said Paul nastily, “to talk.
Parked on the other side of the road there is a car. Be so good as to get into
it.” 


“Nasty little man,” said Johnny to himself. He made a
mental reservation to pick Paul off at the earliest convenient opportunity. The
other macintoshed gentleman, he recalled, had been
addressed as Karl. That would be the Karl Schubert of Holliday’s dossier. There
seemed to be no doubt that he was definitely on the trail at last – an
encouraging thought. 


He dived into the back seat of the car and snuggled
down; the cushions were definitely inviting…


“The front seat, if you please,” said Paul’s metallic
voice. “You will drive and the other gentleman will sit beside you. The young
lady will sit in the back with me, and at the first sign of any – er – misbehaviour, I shall blow her head off. But
literally.” 


In the stomach, decided Johnny as he clambered into
the driving-seat. In the stomach, at least three times. A most unpleasant little man… Aloud, he said: “Where do we go?” 


“Drive straight down the street,” said Paul. “I will
give you warning when it is necessary to turn. Any attempt to disregard the
accepted rules of the road in the hope of attracting the attention of a
gendarme, I shall, needless to say, interpret as – misbehaviour.” 



 

Johnny obeyed this last injunction to the full by
maintaining a steady and unperturbed fifteen miles an hour; and Paul, reclining
perfectly at his ease in the back seat, showed no sign of impatience at this
obvious adaptation of the tactics of Fabius Maximus. He lit an evil-smelling cigarette and amused himself
by blowing somewhat erratic smoke-rings across the car, occasionally indicating
a side-turning in his unpleasantly flat monotone. 


Johnny, slouching back in his seat and in his own way
quite as contented as Paul appeared to be, was taking advantage of this brief
respite in an evening of violent and almost continuous action to ponder on
events. Gervais, sitting beside him, showed every
symptom of having gone peacefully to sleep. In his way, Johnny reflected, a
cool card. 


His assumption of Gervais’s
identity had been one of those unpremeditated and slightly mad actions that had
got him into serious trouble in a large number of very different countries.
There was, however, he realised, a certain chain of logic behind the action.
Paul had announced his intention of taking Gervais to
see the Chief. He, Fedora, wished to see the Chief, ergo, he had become Gervais. True, the
existence in the room of another, perfectly good Gervais
with prior claims to such a title, was a disturbing
factor; but that could hardly have been helped. As it was, things seemed to be
happening and Johnny was quite prepared to follow his nose until he was able to
see things a little straighter. It was an infallible recipe of his for such
confusion as now seemed to be forming about him. 


On the concrete side, of course, his arrival in Paris
had had some definite results. Holliday’s list of German agents in Paris had
included five men and two women; of that list, one of the gentlemen concerned
was lying on his back in Pierre’s coal-cellar and another had fallen a victim to the redoubtable Delacroix. A third,
apparently a man of some importance, was sitting just behind him, and a fourth
was, in all probability, engaged in carting bodies down from Marie-Andrée’s flat to some unknown dumping-place. Only one man remained
an unknown quantity… Then there were the two women, le rossignol and Mai Weill,
neither of whom had as yet put in an appearance upon the scene. Frankly, Johnny
was awaiting their advent with some curiosity.


Weill he knew nothing about, except that she was the leader
of the Section; and this fact alone gave her interest in his eyes. Women had,
of course, adopted positions of responsibility in the S.S. under Himmler’s regime, and had often
been reasonably successful agents. But a woman in charge of a whole department
of IIIB, with five men under her, was something of a rarity… The possibility
had not escaped him that Mai Weill might be a soubriquet,
the nickname of a man. Members of Intelligence Departments are notoriously
addicted to noms de guerre. Well – time would show,
Johnny reflected. He invariably found the use of clichés soothing, in such
cases. 


Then there was le
rossignol. Quite another kettle
of fish. Her existence, at
least, was an established fact. She existed in a great many places; in two
glossy photographs in Johnny’s room; at the end of a length of telephone cable;
above all, indexed in the brain of Antoine Gervais.
He might even have seen her. Those photographs, taken so long ago, might very
well mislead, as much as assist, his researches. 


The fifth man Johnny didn’t bother to think about. He
was quite sure in his own mind who it was. 


“Turn right here,” said Paul. “Slowly… that’s right… and now pull up at number twenty-four. The fourth house on the left, the one with the rose-garden in
front. That’s the idea.”


Johnny eased the car to a halt and surveyed his
destination with some interest. Number twenty-four, rue Lamartine.
A nice little detached house, typically suburban and breathing
an air of quiet respectability. There was a lamp-post beside the front
gate, clearly illuminating the number on the gatepost and throwing shadows
behind the ordered ranks of rose-bushes. 


“You two gentlemen get out,” said Paul, “and stand by
the gate. Then I and the young lady will follow suit.”


It happened exactly as he had indicated. Johnny and Gervais got out. Paul and the young lady followed suit.
They then walked up to the front door, Paul holding Marie-Andrée
affectionately in the crook of his ann
and resting the barrel of his revolver gently on her hip-bone. At the front
door he threw Gervais the key; Gervais
unlocked the door and they went in. Paul’s air of quiet confidence never
deserted him for a moment; he walked unhesitatingly into the darkness of the
hall, his arm still encircling his hostage, and switched on the electric light.



“Now,” he said, “we may as well make ourselves at
home. The sitting-room is on the left, gentlemen.” 


So they went through into the sitting-room. It was a
large room, furnished unostentatiously in the manner of furnished apartments
everywhere. Marie-Andrée and Gervais
sat down on the inevitable settee and Johnny, after a quick, calculating glance
around the room, perched himself on the arm beside them. Paul closed the door,
wandered over to the fireplace and leaned against the wall; as an afterthought,
he took the pistol from his pocket and laid it on the mantelpiece. He remained
for some time in mute contemplation of a large brass candlestick and an
unspeakably hideous clock. 


“Nice place you have here,” said Johnny
conversationally.


“You like it?” Paul seemed surprised. “Well. Not
unattractive perhaps. It has some interesting features, of course, with which
you are as yet unacquainted.”


“Such as?”


“You will perhaps discover in due course.” Paul picked
up his revolver and balanced it in the palm of his right hand. “If you’ll
excuse me, I think I will use the telephone.”


He walked briskly past the fireplace to a side-table
and lifted the receiver of the telephone that stood there; then quickly dialled
a number. His body screened the dial from the view of the others; but this
hardly incommoded Johnny at all. It is possible, with a little practice, to
read a number by spacing the length of time in which the dial spins back into
position – and Johnny had had more than a little practice. He listened intently
while the first four numbers were dialled and then lost interest. He knew the
number already.


“Jules?” said Paul suddenly. “Good. I’m glad I caught
you. Look – Antoine has arrived; he has two friends with him.”


There was a short pause.


“No. No, he
is not one of them. He was unable to
come – our friend Jerdain is with him now. There is a
young lady and –” He stopped abruptly. Then: “Naturally, Jules. But there is a
difficulty. I think it would be best if you came round at once. An emergency.”


His pale-blue eyes watched Gervais
balefully as the Frenchman took out a cigarette-case, then returned, satisfied,
to the study of the telephone directory in front of him.


“Yes,” he said. “I’ll expect you then.” He replaced
the receiver and drifted back to his position by the mantelpiece.


“Now, I think I must show you the first of this
house’s more interesting features… We’ll go into the next room.” He raised his
pistol slightly and indicated a door behind them. Johnny sighed to himself,
uncrossed his legs and followed the other two across the room. 


“Go straight in,” said Paul encouragingly. “The
electric-light switch is on the left-hand side of the door.” 


Johnny obligingly reached out his left hand and
promptly received a push that sent him staggering full tilt into the darkness
and Marie-Andrée. They collapsed on the floor together,
while behind them the door clicked shut and a key turned, softly but unmistakably,
in the lock. 


“I’m sorry,” said Johnny, sitting up and relinquishing
his grasp on the girl’s shoulder. “I was pushed. Are you all right?” 


“Quite all right.” 


“Good,” said Johnny. As he spoke there was a click and
Gervais appeared, magnificently ghostly in the light
thrown by his cigarette-lighter. 


“Hullo. There is
a switch.”


Gervais had already noticed it and had ambled across to it.
He flicked at it negligently with his forefinger and blinked at the sudden
glare of light. Marie-Andrée, still sitting on the
floor and tenderly rubbing her elbow, hastily adjusted her skirt and stood up.


The room was small, about ten feet by twelve, and
completely bare. There were no windows and no ventilation, apart from a minute
grating low down on one whitewashed wall. The floor was of concrete.


“Obviously,” said Johnny, “a suburb of the Bastille.
As it occurs to me that the modern conveniences of this house may include dictaphones, I think we’d better
not say anything until we’ve checked.”


He and Gervais went over the
room carefully, but apparently he was over-suspicious. Practically the only
place of concealment for electrical equipment was the grating, and a minute’s
examination convinced Johnny that this was harmless. 


“All right,” he said eventually. “But talk in
whispers. What shall we talk about – the United States’ foreign policy? The botany of East Tanganyika? Claudel?
Existentialism? The foundation –”


“It might be a help,” said Marie-Andrée,
“to know just what is going on.” 


“A brief résumé of the
evening’s events?
Yes. I’m rather anxious to know who the first gentleman with the firearm was.
The lad you introduced to us as Delacroix.”


“Delacroix?” said Gervais
tiredly. “Oh, one of Dupont’s officers. A bad lot.”


“Apparently. What was he after you for?” 


“Didn’t seem to like me
much. I think he’d gone
a bit round the bend. War affects some people that way – or it might be more
truthful to say that peace does.” 


“Yes. Well, I’m glad he was there. What’s obviously
happened is that our friends from Germany mistook him for me. You saw that
photograph–?” 


“Not clearly.” 


“No. Well, nor did I. But I’m pretty sure it’s
identical with that one you lifted from Pinot’s safe. The boys here must have
got wind of my impending arrival, you see, and have circulated little
photographs of me to all concerned. Unfortunately, the change in my appearance
seems to have fooled them even more neatly than we hoped.”


“Yes. That photograph did look remarkably like Delacroix.”


“Sufficiently. And – I suppose you saw – there wasn’t an awful lot
of Delacroix’s face left by the time all that shooting was over. What’s more,
his sitting on the piano stool must have made it something of a clincher, if
they heard me playing before.”


Gervais was silent for a moment. Then he said: “I suppose
Pinot is concerned in this.”


“Who d’you think our friend
just ’phoned? He obviously wants Pinot to come and identify you.” 


“You were a fool,” said Gervais.


“Oh?” 


“Yes. What the hell made you say you were me?” 


“I didn’t want to be left out of the fun,” said Johnny
innocently. 


“Well, you’ve got yourself into a spot now. And Marie-Andrée, too. You had no
business bringing her into it – none at all. He only wanted me.”


“You don’t really
think–” Johnny began, but Gervais interrupted
him.


“No, I don’t. Foolish of me.
You would almost certainly be dead by now.” 


“I don’t see any need to qualify that statement at
all.” Johnny grinned at the girl. “Even now I’m not sure Why
they brought you along. Possibly the harem needs re-stocking…”


“You don’t seem at all scared,” she said. “Do you mind
if I scream?”


“Do, if you wish. But this place is quite obviously
soundproof. Now, I wonder what happens next…”


“Seems pretty obvious,” said Gervais
bluntly. “Pinot will arrive and single me out. I will then go and meet this
legendary Chief and will presumably be fished out of the river some time next
week. My only consolation will be that you will have suffered a similar fate
somewhat previously – as soon, in fact, as our respective identities are
established.” 


Johnny shot a quick sideways glance at Marie-Andrée.


She was, he thought, really taking all this remarkably
well. The edges of her mouth were suspiciously white, but that was all. As he
watched, she gave the uncanny little half-yawn of almost unbearable suspense. 


“Don’t worry,” he said. “We’ll be out of this as soon
as we find out what we came to find
out.” 


“Which is?” 


“The trouble is I’m not exactly sure. A little more
information, shall we say, regarding these individuals… ‘Who is Sylvia – what
is she?’ – and all that.” Johnny whistled a few bars
of the song abstractedly and sat down on the floor, resting his back against
the wall. 


“How are we going to get away afterwards?” said Marie-Andrée. 


“Oh, we’ll find a way.” 


“If you think it’ll be of any use,” she said
tentatively, “I have a gun.” 


“A gun? Where?” 


“Here.” She opened her handbag and took out a small
.22 pistol. “It’s not very big, I’m
afraid.” 


“No. But
it’s handy;” Johnny’s long fingers almost enveloped it as he took it from her.
“How did you hide it? He looked into your handbag back at your flat.” 


“He looked into a
handbag. A very similar one. But I picked this one
up in the hall – I was well ahead of him, you may remember; and I don’t think
he noticed.” 


“He is careless,
that boy. A bit too sure of himself… can you use this thing?”


“Not very well,”, she said candidly.



“Then we’ll let Antoine have it. Then, if he does get around to seeing the Chief…” 


Gervais said: “Yes. I won’t miss.” He took the gun and thrust
it into his coat-pocket. 


“Take your time, if you do get a chance. It’ll have to
be right on the mark, with a peashooter that size… By the way, I think the
Chief will be a woman.” 


Gervais said: “Marcelline?” 


“Well, maybe. Or maybe not.
But she’ll do.” 


“Yes,” said Gervais. “She’ll
do.” He smiled quietly to himself, then hurriedly
adjusted the set of his pocket as the key rattled in the door. Johnny pulled
himself upright again and watched the door swing slowly open. After a moment’s
pause, a fat little man came in and blinked nervously at them through his
spectacles. It was Pinot… Behind him was Paul, still caressing his pistol and
still bored.


“What an unpleasant place,” said Pinot, surveying the
wall intently. “Let’s all go into the sitting-room.” 



 

They adopted much the same positions as they had
occupied before: Johnny, Gervais and Marie-Andrée on the settee, Paul by the mantelpiece and Pinot –
the latest addition to the party – strolling up and down the carpet beside
them.


“Pour out some sherry, Paul,” he said. “You forget
your duties as a host.”


Johnny regarded him with interest, as Paul moved unhurriedly
towards the sherry decanter. Pinot seemed quite remarkably nervous and somewhat
out of place in a grey stock-size suit, the trousers of which seemed to be too
tight around his plump little belly. He kept shooting glances in Johnny’s
direction, rather as if the other’s proximity scared him half to death, and his
little eyes continued to blink about once every five seconds, but his hands
were perfectly calm and rested by his side in an obviously unstudied immobility.


Johnny took his drink from Paul with a nod, and
continued to scrutinise Pinot unwinkingly. 


The Frenchman seemed to be a trifle uneasy under
Johnny’s relentless gaze. After one or two abortive efforts to return the
stare, he half-danced across the room to Johnny’s side and began an examination
of Johnny’s face. He then selected a strand of hair behind Johnny’s ear and
tweaked it out before the other realised his intention. 


“Ow,” said Johnny. 


“So sorry,” said Pinot, holding his capture up to the
light and edging away from the settee. “Yes. Yes. Paul, dear boy, you have made
a slight mistake…”


Pinot’s own nervousness seemed miraculously
transferred to Paul. For a second his eyes had the unmistakable flicker of
fear. 


“Mistake?” 


“Yes.” Pinot’s voice was a gentle coo. “The gentleman
on the left is Captain Gervais. That is quite all
right. Congratulations. The other one is Monsieur Fedora, of Brititsh Intelligence. That,” he said suavely, “is not
quite all right. That is bad…”


“It is certainly bad for Monsieur Fedora, if that is
so.” Paul’s attitude was still carefully unruffled. “But, with due respect, one
wonders in that case who the gentleman who killed Georges may be.” 


“That aspect of the matter is rather curious. He
resembles the circulated photograph, you say?” Pinot looked towards Gervais for enlightenment and, receiving none, shrugged his
shoulders. “Well, I think I know who it may be. It is no matter. But it has
been known to me since this afternoon that Monsieur Fedora had changed his
appearance since his last visit to this country… This hair, you see, has black
roots. It has been dyed. The face also, to a close scrutiny, shows the slight discolouration that reveal a minor facial operation. This is
undoubtedly Fedora.” 


“I am sorry. I received no indication of this in my
orders.” 


“No. I imagine it was either considered unnecessary or
impracticable to discuss the matter over the telephone. You are hardly to
blame. Nevertheless, the mistake might have had serious consequences.” 


Pinot appeared to be almost as nervous in addressing
Paul as he had been in approaching Johnny, but Paul seemed to find no
reassurance in this. He blanched. 


“Ah well. Fortunately the matter can be redressed. And
this sherry, at least, is excellent – you agree, Antoine?”


It was the first time he had directly addressed Gervais or, indeed, anyone except Paul. Antoine sipped his
sherry and maintained silence. 


“Oh, dear,” said Pinot. “I’m afraid Captain Gervais disapproves of our new relationship.” He approached
Gervais with his curious dancing step, rather as one
approaches a quiescent but potentially ferocious hound. He stopped just in
front of the settee; then the blow knocked Gervais’s
head back with a noise like a violent cannon on a billiard-table. 


The glass slipped from Gervais’s
fingers and smashed on the floor.


“Traitor,” said Pinot with a malicious little chuckle.
He looked at Marie-Andrée, whose face had suddenly
gone very white. “You should not have associated with this man, my dear. A notorious seller of State secrets. I am not surprised that
he is ashamed to address me.” 


“You are a
traitor,” said Marie-Andrée. The remark was hardly in
the best traditions of repartee, but was said with such calm severity that
Pinot seemed taken by surprise. 


“I? No, my dear. Not that.
Perhaps – as Antoine is proving so uncooperative – I may take the liberty of
introducing myself. My name is Brunner – Adolf
Brunner.” He made a ridiculous little bow. “Temporarily of
the French Army – yes – but by prior loyalties a member of the Nazi Party.”
He indicated Paul. “May I also introduce my colleague, Ernst Mayer, of the same
organisation? There are quite a few of us here, but I don’t think you will have
the pleasure of making any further acquaintances.” 


“Believe me,” said Marie-Andrée,
“it is no pleasure.”


“No? Well, well. Here we have Antoine, who does not
speak at all; and this young lady, who speaks only to be rude. How depressing.
I hardly suppose Monsieur Fedora will be more co-operative –” 


“On the contrary.” said Johnny. “I’d appreciate a
little chat.” 


“You would?” Pinot’s expression was still set in its
simulation of anxiety, but Johnny was delighted to see something in his eyes
which was no mere affectation. “But this is wonderful. This restores my faith
in human nature!” 


“I was wondering what you intend to do with us,” said
Johnny. 


“My dear fellow!” Pinot examined his sherry glass very carefully. “You
put me in a most embarrassing position, you really do.” 


“I see. I was also wondering why you – er – collected us in the first place.” 


“That, again, I can’t discuss, I’m afraid. I have my
orders, you see…”


“Quite. But I thought we might arrange a little
exchange of information. The gentleman whom your colleagues have recently
removed was a Captain Delacroix – as you’ve probably guessed. He came round in
response to a telephone-call – most probably from le rossignol – and, but for your friend’s timely intervention, would unquestionably
have terminated our existence. One feels that that might have saved you a lot
of trouble.” 


“It might, indeed.” Pinot glanced at Paul, who continued
to contemplate his own right shoe. “You seem to know a great deal, m’sieur.”


“Less, perhaps, than you imagine.”


“We – I see no harm in telling you this much. Thanks
largely to your own efforts on behalf of Captain Gervais,
it seems likely that he may be cleared completely – which, after all my
trouble, is a great pity. I made, you know, a remarkably thorough job of that
letter. But there you are – the latest reports from the Etoile
suggest that serious doubts have arisen as to its authenticity; and that the Maquis can no longer be trusted to finish off Antoine for
us. We felt obliged, you see, to resort once more to our own devices.” 


“It would surely have been quicker to have done that
in the first place.”


“Quicker – but far more
dangerous. Captain Gervais, you understand, was something of a national hero.”
Pinot paused to sneer. “Any attempt to murder him would inevitably have
resulted in the entire resources of the Maquis –
which I do not underestimate – searching for us instead of him. Our way was, I
feel, subtler and more efficient.” 


“Why was it considered necessary to remove Gervais?” 


Pinot hesitated. “That,” he said, “I do not feel I can
reveal – even to one in your position.”



“It doesn’t matter. I imagine it to be because he has
a restaurant in the Avenue Victor Hugo.” 


The apprehension in Pinot’s expression was now
unmistakably genuine. He said: 


“You do know
a great deal too much, Monsieur Fedora. I don’t think I wish to continue this
conversation… Paul, I think we had better get moving.” 


Paul nodded. 


“Antoine,” said Pinot, “you’re coming with me. Come
along.” He fumbled in his pocket and extracted a serviceable-looking pistol.
“The other two,” he said to Paul, “you’d better take into the cell, and –” He
inclined his head slightly. 


“If I might suggest it,” said Paul, “Monsieur Fedora
might be of some value, alive.” 


“That is true. He might. Your instructions were –?”


“Dead or alive. The former admittedly seemed the more probable, but
–”


“Yes. Well, lock them up and telephone the Chief. Obey
her instructions. I will take responsibility for Captain Gervais.”



“Very good,” said Paul. He looked at Johnny and made
the same movement with the pistol that he had made before. “Once again, please
– if you don’t mind.”

















 

CHAPTER ELEVEN 



 

At exactly three minutes before midnight Marie-Andrée burst into tears, Johnny sighed to himself and lent
her his handkerchief, but made no effort to console her. The tears, he
reflected, were those induced by gradually reducing tension, and a really good
cry was going to do her all the good in the world. He therefore patted her
shoulder absently, allowed her to make a large damp patch on the lapel of his
coat, but remained discreetly non-committal. 


In less than five minutes she had recovered again, and
occupied herself in blowing her nose mournfully and in regarding him
reprovingly with tear-filled blue eyes. 


“How long – just how long have we been here?” 


Johnny looked at his wrist-watch. “A shade over two
hours. It’s just gone twelve.” 


“Is that all? I
thought it must be morning.” 


“Not yet,” said Johnny. “But I don’t think anything
further will happen tonight. You may as well get some sleep.” 


“I can’t,” she said irritably. “It’s too close.” 


Johnny had to agree. It was getting unpleasantly warm;
he had already loosened his tie and undone the top button of his shirt, but the
sweat still gathered slowly on his face and hands. “It is a bit.” 


“Are we really going
to get out of this?” 


“Have to,” said Johnny, running his finger round his
collar. “We’ll have to. It’ll be an awful waste if we don’t. They’ll have to
send somebody else out here – and he’ll have to start from scratch.”· 


“What about Antoine?”


“Ah. Well, if he
gets away, that’ll be all right.” 


“But you don’t think he will?” 


“No,” said Johnny candidly. 


There was a pause; then the girl said: “A pity.” 


“Yes. If he does
get Weill, though” – Johnny was talking as much
to himself as to her – “If he should get
Weill, then that’s all we need. I can round the rest
of the business up myself.”


“Who’s Weill?” 


“Weill? She’s the leader.
She’s the unknown quantity. The ultimate end. The last
Weill and Testament… She’s the one who has to go.” 


“I see.” 


“We know all the others now, you see. All the Executive boys. Somehow, we’ve got to get at the
brains.” 


“I see,” said Marie-Andrée
again. Then, in a small voice: “You know le
rossignol?”


“I know all about her, yes. With Gervais,
I could lay my hands on her in five minutes.” Johnny waited for a moment,
relishing the prospect. “Without him, it’ll take me a little longer. But now that
I know where she works, the rest shouldn’t be too difficult.” 


“Where does she work?” 


Johnny glanced at her. “Western Defence H.Q., I’m
afraid. That’s the cause of all this trouble… It was always obvious, you see, that these boys had some contact inside the place.
That’s how the information was leaking. And the restaurant Gervais
owns is almost smack-bang opposite the place. 


“You see the situation? After all her trouble in
getting in, she finds the one man in Paris who can’t fail to recognise her working
next door to her. That’s why Gervais had to be
removed.” 


Marie-Andrée nodded slowly.
“Yes. I begin to see the pattern.” 


Johnny chuckled. “You’re going to have quite a story
for your paper when this business is over.” 


“I’d almost forgotten about my paper,” she admitted.
“Yes, I certainly will… How do you think they managed to trace Antoine?” 


“That is a
bit puzzling. I’ve been trying to sort that business out myself. I think that they must have done it
through me.” 


“Through you?” 


“Yes. Look at it from their point of view. At first,
as Pinot tells us, all they had was the information that I was arriving. The
next thing that happens – which must have shaken them – is our burglary of
Pinot’s flat. They find two things missing – that letter, and my photograph.
The obvious inference is that Gervais and I are
working together; which is, of course, the last thing they want… My God – it’s
stuffy,” he added. “May I take my coat off?” 


“Do.” 


“Thank you.” Johnny slipped off his coat and walked
over to the grating in the wall. “This ventilator doesn’t seem to be much good.
I can’t feel any draught at all.” He fumbled in his wallet and tested the
air-current with a thin slip of paper. 


“Probably choked.” 


“Yes. No air-flow at all.” He rested the paper against
the grating and peered past it. “Wonder if it would help matters if – No, I
suppose not –”


“Oh, never mind that. Come and sit down,” said Marie-Andrée imperatively, “and finish telling me about this
affair.”


Johnny obediently crossed the room and sat down beside
her. “Where was I?” 


“They’d just found out –” 


“Yes. Yes. Of course. The link between Gervais and myself.
Well – this is, of course, confirmed when I show up next morning with the
letter in question, and they decide to rub me out; partly in case I get
dangerous but mainly, I suspect, as a matter of principle. So that when I show
up again that afternoon, le rossignol rings up one of her minor auxiliaries and
arranges a little ambush for me. Unfortunately for him, he gets the wrong man
and affords me an excellent opportunity to get him. The which I do… But then I seem to
have underestimated them, because somehow they either followed me to your flat
or picked up the trail again.” Johnny frowned slightly and rubbed his ear. 


“Well, I was there about half an hour, I imagine,
before things started happening; and whoever trailed me must have reported at
once. The next step is that a woman – either le rossignol or Weill
– ’phoned up Delacroix as the Maquis representative
and told him where to find Gervais; then ’phones
three of her boys and sends them round to make doubly sure. It’s pretty clear
what happened then. The boys form up in the street and overhear me banging away
on the piano. ‘That’s him,’ they say to one another, ‘that can only be the despicable
Fedora.’ And up they rush – to find poor old Delacroix, who admittedly looked
very much as I used to, sitting on the piano stool. Exit Delacroix, pursued by
a bullet; the rest is silence. Or, at least, perfectly
obvious.” 


“Yes. I think I’ve got it all straight now.” 


Johnny undid another shirt-button and stretched his
arms painfully. “This concrete floor is damned uncomfortable,” he complained.
“And the devil of it is, that I can’t smoke. A
cigarette would just about make this atmosphere unbearable.” 


“Do you think we’re supposed to suffocate?” said
Marie-Andrée suddenly. 


“What a horrible idea.” Johnny meant it, too. “But if
that was the intention, there’d be singularly little point in having a
ventilator at all. Besides, Paul’s orders were to keep us alive for the time
being, you may remember. No, I think we’re just supposed to be mildly
uncomfortable.” 


“Johnny. If his orders are… to kill us, how on earth can we stop him? He only has to open the
door, and… bang, bang…”


“As you say, ‘bang, bang.’ Well, we must go bang first.”


“But we’ve got nothing to go bang with. I do wish we’d kept my gun,” said Marie-Andrée despairingly. 


“Or my explosive
cigarettes. Yes. But I don’t
suppose anything will happen till the morning,” said Johnny stretching himself
out on the floor. “We may as well get some sleep.” 


“I don’t know how you can be so calm.” 


“Easy. Just relax and close your eyes. Use my coat as
a pillow if you like… That’s right. Good night,” said Johnny, yawning. “See you
in the morning.” 


In spite of her alleged anxiety, Marie-Andrée was asleep within five minutes of resting her head
on Johnny’s coat. Johnny, however, had no intention of following his own advice
in that respect, and, as soon as he was confident that she was sleeping, he
pushed himself up into a sitting posture, leaned against the wall and relaxed. 


His features had softened into the vacant expression
that indicated acute and much-practiced wariness.


Although he had hesitated to admit as much to Marie-Andrée, he privately considered their situation to have a
great many unprepossessing features. It was true that he had crashed into it
with his eyes open, both literally and metaphorically, with the avowed intention
of gaining information. The information had certainly been forthcoming; whether
he was going to be allowed to put it to any practical use was quite another
matter. 


A different matter altogether. Johnny’s great friend
Henry Blenkinsop, most generous of bookmakers, would,
he felt, have estimated his chances of getting out at about five hundred to
one; but Johnny’s natural optimism compelled him to adopt a more sanguine
viewpoint. He put them at about four hundred and fifty. 


A lot, of course, depended on the methods that the
opposition intended to use. If, as Marie-Andrée
suggested, Paul decided merely to open up the door and open up with a pistol,
the odds concerned promptly became astronomical. Short of Paul’s tripping over
his own feet or some other
unforeseeable act of God, nothing could save them. There is no arguing with a
bullet before it hits you… But somehow Johnny felt that any such procedure was
unlikely. It was not in accordance with the character of the Nazi Intelligence
agent. And, from a more practical point of view the presence of a few .45 slugs
in his body, when and if it were discovered, would undoubtedly cause British
Intelligence to draw all sorts of unpleasant conclusions and to take the matter
up seriously with whichever French Government might at that time be
responsible. Presumably le rossignol and Co. would prefer to avoid any such
publicity. On the other hand, Johnny reflected with a sigh, the manner in which
Paul and Karl had emptied their revolvers into Delacroix had been positively
carefree in its abandonment. Well, well. Time would show…


The atmosphere had been steadily increasing its
content of carbon dioxide and now seemed to have reached saturation point. For
some little time there had seemed to be just enough air to breathe and,
apparently, that was how it was going to remain. 


Johnny leaned forward to look at the girl; her breath
was slightly laboured and slow, but she was sleeping peacefully. He rose to his
feet and moved across to the ventilator. 


There still seemed to be no air-current passing into
the room, but he found the air coming through the ventilator to be perceptibly
fresher than elsewhere in the room. The only explanation seemed to be that the
ventilator did not lead into the fresh air outside the house, but merely into
some other room in the building. 


German thoroughness at its most typical, Johnny decided,
ensuring that there could not be even the slightest outward indication of this
cell. Satisfied, he remained by the grating for a few more moments, then returned to his former posture with his back – appropriately
enough – to the wall. 


Time passed. The hands on Johnny’s wrist-watch
continued slowly in their course until they indicated eight o’clock, and Johnny
was still sitting in the corner with his eyes as wary as ever, but devoid of
any sign of strain. The thin cotton shirt he was wearing was damp with sweat
and, although he gave no outward indication of his thoughts, the ragged edges
of his patience were beginning to be revealed. He had been in that cell for ten
hours – at least, that was all his watch suggested. But it was the sort of time
that watches don’t give. 


Marie-Andrée was now lying
on her back with her mouth open; the movements she made every five minutes
indicated that her sleep had become pretty light. It was no little credit to
her that, in the most unbecoming of positions, she still looked attractive. 


Johnny, with absolutely nothing else to look at, had
now achieved a rapport with her
personal appearance in all its aspects that, in more normal circumstances, ten
years of married life could hardly have gained. 


Unlikely as the fact seemed, he felt sick at the sight
of her, and yet he regarded her with a curious and completely untypical
affection. 


The number of people who had been In A Hole with Fedora was not large, and – as is a well-known
psychological fact – there is nothing like being In A Hole together for
tightening relationships. Johnny’s attitude to Marie-Andrée
had now reached the extraordinary state of companionable loathing known to all
who have shared a foxhole under enemy fire for any length of time. 


Johnny was pondering over this and eyeing the
considerable length of leg the girl was displaying when a flash of white caught
his eye. It was the first sign of inanimate movement which had occurred in the
cell since they had been locked in, and attracted Johnny’s attention at once. 


After a momentary difficulty in focusing his eyes –
which revealed how far the atmosphere and strain were affecting his physical
condition – he saw that it was a thin slip of paper twirling to the ground. 


For a second he thought that in some inconceivable way
a message had been pushed down through the ventilator; then he remembered that
he had left the paper there himself, after testing the draught. It had merely
decided to obey the force of gravity. 


But, of course, it had twisted as it fell, as if
carried away by an air-current. At long last, some air must be coming through –
somebody must have adjusted a slat somewhere. Johnny grinned impassively, got
to his feet once more and ambled across to the grating… Yes, the air was
distinctly fresher. He placed his nose down to the ventilator and sniffed
rapturously. 


The next second he was back beside Marie-Andrée and shaking her furiously. 


“Get up, girl. Give me my coat!” 


“What’s the matter?” Marie-Andrée
sat up sleepily, and then saw the expression on his face. “What on earth –?” 


“This is it,” said Johnny foolishly, snatching at his
coat. “Keep it out. Choke it. No.” He suddenly stared at her blouse. “That’s
better. Silk. Silk. Quick – give me your blouse!” 


“Eh?” said Marie-Andrée,
startled. She put a hand tentatively to her neck. “Why do you – ?”


But Johnny was in no mood for argument. He stretched
out a hand and, with a single jerk, ripped that garment off, rather in the
manner popularised by the heroes of certain sadistically-inclined novelists;
then, even before Marie-Andrée’s horrified
exclamation, he had crumpled one of Lestocq’s most exquisite
creations into a ball and was stuffing it desperately into the grating. 


“Sorry,” he gasped, squeezing it tight. “Most unwarrantable act of vandalism.” He surveyed his
handiwork for a second, then tore off his own shirt, and used it to fill up the
rest of the opening. “But I think that may just hold it. Most
of it. Some of
it, anyway.” He placed a hand against the wad of clothing, pressing it
tighter and tighter. 


“But what is it?”



Johnny looked round at her. “Can’t you smell it?” 


She sniffed delicately once or twice, and then went
pale.


“Yes – I see you do. Damn it; there’s still some
coming through – we got to it early, though, thank God.” 


There was a long pause, then
she said: “What fools.”


“Weren’t we? A model gas-chamber,
and we never realised it.” Johnny wiped the perspiration from his forehead with
his free hand and coughed violently. “And how absolutely in
keeping with the habits of our little friends. The old
Buchenwald complex.” 


She sat down again, picked up Johnny’s coat and pulled
it modestly around her shoulders. She said: “What’s the routine?” 


“I don’t know. Depends on the pressure, I suppose, how
quickly the room is meant to be flooded. The pressure seems pretty high,”
Johnny said. “If we can hold on for a quarter of an hour, we should be all
right… Lie down. There’s a handkerchief in my coat-pocket. When things start
getting bad, put it round your face and it probably won’t do you any actual
harm.” 


The smell of gas was getting slowly stronger and his
breath was beginning to rasp uncomfortably: 


He turned his head away, took a deep breath and
continued: 


“When they think they’ve flooded the place with gas,
they’ll probably pump it out again. I don’t see how else they can clear it.
Then they’ll come in for us… When you hear the door rattle, you must lie
absolutely still. Sham dead. Leave everything to me.” He coughed and knuckled
the sweat from his eyes. “Now don’t talk. Save your breath.” 


The minutes ticked by remorselessly and the sweet,
choking smell grew stronger and stronger. 


Johnny’s chest was heaving in slow, mountainous gulps
and something was humming angrily at the back of his head. From an enormous
distance he could hear Marie-Andrée’s breath coming
in long rasping sobs. He smiled at her encouragingly and saw one of her
pale-blue eyes flicker above his handkerchief.


“Hang on,” he said. “Been ten minutes… They’ll be…
pumping it out soon…” The voice, he noticed, didn’t seem to be coming from him
at all, but boomed mysteriously in his ears as if relayed through an invisible
set of earphones. He looked down at his watch and privately gave himself about
five more minutes – four of gradually diminishing power, and one of agonised
helplessness on the floor. He relaxed his grip on the clothing slightly in an attempt
to conserve his energy; his arm already felt numb, and no longer a part of him.
He flexed his fingers in an attempt to see if they were still working, and, as
he did so, he caught an absurd, tinny sound that he recognised as the key
turning in the lock. Almost in a panic he tore his shirt and the blouse loose,
threw them in the corner and half-lay, half-collapsed beside Marie-Andrée. 


His brain suddenly began to hum like a top, and he
realised that the sudden change from the standing to the lying position was too
much for him. He was going to black out. He made a desperate attempt to clear
his brain, even to get up again; but the hard, glaring light grew steadily
dimmer until it was a pin-prick at the end of a long dark tunnel. His eyes were
wide open, he knew, but he could see nothing. The pin-prick of light receded
gradually, attained an almost imperceptible, infinitesimal size, and then
suddenly rushed back towards him. There was first a huge indeterminate white
blur, then a confusion of surrealist shapes flitting to and fro, which he
regarded with a detached interest; and then, suddenly and with no warning,
Marie-Andrée on the floor beside him and a grey man
with a fantastic face standing over her. 


The face was unbelievable, like a pig’s; a dull grey
monstrosity that shone dully in the light. It was a gas-mask. 


The mask suddenly turned towards him and came closer,
peering anxiously into his face. The eyes behind it were amused. It receded
once more and then an unbelievable explosion of agony jarred the whole of
Johnny’s right side . 


The grey man had kicked him… He carefully watched the
big black foot swinging viciously down, this time towards his head; caught it
in his hands and twisted with all his force. 


The effects amazed Johnny; the grey man seemed to fly
over him, his arms spread out wide like wings, before hitting the floor with a
tremendous impact.


Johnny sat up with an effort that made his head ring
like an anvil struck with a sledge-hammer, and yet strangely clarified his
vision. 


The grey man he recognised as Paul. He was lying
against the wall in a hideously contorted position, and from under his head a
gleaming red snakelet of blood crawled across the
floor, indicating that from that quarter at least Johnny had nothing to fear. 


The butt of Paul’s heavy automatic pistol protruded
from his pocket; Johnny rose painstakingly to his knees and fumbled until he
had it in his hand. 


“Marie-Andrée,” he croaked. “Marie-Andrée. Come on. It’s all
right. He’s dead.”


But Marie-Andrée did not
move. Johnny’s advice had been quite unnecessary; there was no pretence in that
doll-like, motionless figure. She was right under.


Johnny crawled across to her, pushing the pistol into
his trousers-pocket, and grabbed her. His fingers slithered uselessly on the
smooth skin of her shoulders, then slipped under her arms and gripped on the
silk of her petticoat. 


Slowly, and with his head bursting at every
hammer-blow of his pulse, Johnny dragged her the five feet which separated her
from the door. 


The relief as he lugged her into the next room was
almost delirious: the air seemed to rush eagerly into his lungs, making him
gasp and bringing tears to his eyes. He leaned against the door and pushed it
shut behind him, watching the room in front of him settling slowly down to its
normal condition. 


Then he went down on hands and knees and was
violently, satisfyingly sick. 


“Paul,” said somebody in the hall, “One roll – or
two?”


Johnny raised his head and eyed the door vindictively.



“Paul?” said the voice inquiringly. There was a pause,
and then the sound of footsteps. 


Johnny picked up Paul’s gun and waited until a
shirt-sleeved figure appeared in the doorway; then shot the newcomer neatly and
efficiently through the heart. The morning’s events had somewhat soured his
disposition, and besides, he wanted to go on being sick. He had just time to
recognise the face of Karl Schubert before his victim pitched to the floor. He
then continued to vomit undisturbed. 



 

Five minutes later the only internal evidence of his
alarming experience was a raw throat and a headache comparable only to those
induced by the wildest and most licentious of binges. Johnny had ungallantly
left Marie-Andrée lying on the floor, and had carried
out a rapid search throughout the house – just in case any other members of Mai
Weill’s private army were present. But, fortunately
perhaps, there were none. He made the interesting discovery that a kettle of
water was boiling in the kitchen; he carried out the necessary adjustments and
then returned to the sitting-room where Marie-Andrée
was still defiantly unconscious. 


He picked her up – it seemed impossible that he could
have had the slightest difficulty in moving this featherweight from the gas-chamber!
– carried her over to the settee and began to slap her face gently with the
palm of his hand. Gradually the colour began to flow back to her cheeks, and
somewhere around the twenty-seventh slap she opened her eyes. 


“Wakey; wakey,”
said Johnny. “Time for breakfast…”


She looked round her vaguely with a completely
befuddled expression that suddenly changed to one of undisguised fear. Johnny
took her by the shoulders before she could say anything. 


“It’s all right, chérie,” he said gently.
“Everything is okay. We’re both all in one piece, and the enemy is
satisfactorily routed. You just lie back on this somewhat revolting article of
furniture and Uncle Johnny will make you a nice hot cup of coffee.” He smiled encouragingly
at her and went out of the door, tripping ungracefully over Karl’s body as he
went. 


When he came back, triumphantly bearing two large cups
of steaming coffee, Marie-Andrée was obediently
stretched out on the settee and was once more the mistress of her emotions. 


“So we got out all right,” she said. 


“In some unbelievable way – yes, we did.” 


Johnny sat down beside her, meticulously balancing his
burden. 


“Get some of this inside you. Do you all the good in
the world – which, judging from our present company, admittedly isn’t much,”


She surveyed Karl’s outstretched figure with some
curiosity. “You did that, I suppose.” 


“All my own work. Look for the signature on every genuine packet. I
also had the satisfaction of breaking our other little playmate’s ruddy neck,”
admitted Johnny . “The trouble with me is that I just
don’t know my own strength. Though, of course, the concrete helped me a
little.” 


“Concrete!” She grimaced and stretched herself luxuriously. “I’m
stiff as a board. Tell me all about it – I seem to have passed out…”


Johnny gave her a simple and modest account of the
hero’s part he had played in that morning’s world-shaking events. She listened
to this latter-day Othello with satisfyingly rapt attention, yawned violently
and said: “You’re wonderful, darling. What happens now?” 


Johnny regarded her suspiciously: it was a long time
since that particular epithet had been applied to him. But, after all, the poor
girl had hardly recovered from a somewhat drastic gassing. 


“When you’re feeling better,” he said, “and when
you’ve drunk all your coffee – not
before – we’ll go and have some real breakfast. Obligingly
laid on for us by our temporary, unpaid doormat.” 


“Sounds a good idea,” she said. “But – gosh – my
throat’s sore…”


“The gas,” said Johnny helpfully. 


“No!… I must say that’s a
rather diabolical device they have there. If you hadn’t spotted it so soon, we
wouldn’t be here now.” 


“We certainly shouldn’t. I should imagine that we would be destined to be stripped naked and tucked
up comfortably in bed in some rather sleazy Paris hotel; the gas-fire would
then have been turned on and we would have been left to our own devices until
the police arrived,” said Johnny thoughtfully. “As you say –
diabolical. It’s possible that they might have allowed us a pair of
pyjamas apiece, but I doubt it. That, in itself,
wouldn’t quite have saved our reputations. And – either way – we’d be just as
dead.” 


“They seem partly to have succeeded in the first half
of their program, anyway;”


“Eh? Lord, yes. We’ve left a lot of our clothes
behind, haven’t we?” Johnny looked at the door of the cell inimically. “Well,
throw your glove into the lion’s cage, lady, and I’ll retrieve it with
pleasure. But I’m not going back in there. My horror and distrust of that place
are now absolutely pathological… But while I’ve no doubt I can array myself
satisfactorily in some of our late friends’ gorgeous raiment, I don’t suppose
they have anything that will match your complexion. Wait here,” said Johnny.
“I’ll go and see what I can dig out.” 



 

He returned some five minutes later, dressed neatly in
a light-blue shirt, a tie of a tartan that neither he nor Paul was entitled to
wear and a very fine grey suit that fitted loosely across his shoulders, but
was otherwise an excellent fit. He was carrying a brown check sports-coat and a
black shirt with a classic neckline, both of which he considered vaguely
suitable for feminine wear. He found Marie-Andrée
seated in the kitchen and buttering the inside of a croissant.


“Here,” he said. “I’m afraid these are all that I can
find.” 


“But they’re marvellous. I say – that’s a suit you’ve
got, too.” 


“You like it?” Johnny surveyed himself modestly and
sat down. “Yes. Paul’s taste in clothing seems partly to have atoned for his
deplorable lack of taste in other, more important, matters… Those rolls look
good.” He picked up one and bit at it ravenously. 


“They’re not bad.” Marie-Andrée
was wriggling into the shirt and her voice came from its innermost recesses. 


“I must say this is awfully pleasant,” said Johnny. “A delightfully peaceful scene after all these trials and
tribulations. Young married couple enjoying breakfast in their little bijou residence, detached, mod. con., running water h. and c., highly desirable gas-chamber
inclusive. All I need is a large newspaper with which to obscure you
from my view – and the picture would be complete.” 


Marie-Andrée smiled. “You’re
not married.”


“No. Nor am I likely to be. How did you guess?” 


“One can tell these things. Now, Antoine, for example,
he –” She stopped suddenly. “My God – Antoine! We’ve
forgotten all about him.” 


“Oh, no. He’s constantly on my mind.” 


“But we must do something… Those people have him in
their power,” she said melodramatically. 


“I know. But there’s nothing we can do about it. When
we’ve finished eating we’ll go round and see d’Ambois,
of the Sûreté, and he’ll be able to call off the
police-hunt, anyway… Don’t worry. If he’s alive, we’ll get him back.” 


“And if he’s not –?”


“If he’s not, then there’s no point in worrying about
him at all.” Johnny poured out a little more coffee into his cup and sipped it
judicially.


Marie-Andrée fidgeted
nervously with her knife.


“You’ve got a horribly callous streak in you
somewhere, Johnny” – the word she used was bête.
“It worries me.” 


Johnny said: “I don’t allow myself to get concerned in
personal matters, my dear. I like to regard myself as being dispassionate.
While I don’t claim that attitude to be particularly praiseworthy, you might do
well to cultivate it with regard to Gervais.” 


“How d’you mean?” 


“Well,” Johnny sighed, “your relations so far seem to
be those of hero and heroine in one of those adventure stories you see on the
railway bookstalls. So far, so good. But, unfortunately,
Gervais happens to be married and in love with his
wife; moreover, as far as I can make out, his wife seems to be extremely fond
of him. The traditional happy-ever-after ending seems, therefore, to be quite
out of court, and you’d be most unwise to blind yourself to the fact.”


“Thank you,” said Marie-Andrée
icily. “My relations with captain Gervais are my own
business and nobody else’s. Anyway, I merely admire Antoine very much – that is
all. Just because I –” 


She broke off. Johnny had suddenly developed an
enormous and distinctly Rabelaisian grin, which annoyed her intensely. “What
are you grinning at?” 


“Me,” said Johnny self-deprecatingly. “Only me. Guide, philosopher and friend.
Special private letters discussing your problem
cost only half a crown. Let me shape
your career for you. You, too, can have a body like mine… No, you really must
forgive me, you know. It’s just that I like to take a friendly interest in my
little protégées –” 


“All right. We’ll forget it. But you’ve got a nasty mind, Mr.
Fedora.” 


“Really?” Johnny wiped butter from his chin, and pushed his
plate across the table. “Well, you’re probably right… Now, if you’ll excuse me,
I’ll go and tuck up my victims tidily. Mustn’t leave corpses lying
about our little home; it spoils the friendly atmosphere.” 


“Do you need any help?” 


“I think not,” said Johnny. “I rather think not. It
may be a bit messy. You sit there and finish your breakfast – and don’t bother
about the washing-up.” 


Johnny’s idea of tidying-up his victims was elementary
in the extreme. When Marie-Andrée had finished her
breakfast at leisure and had wandered through into the sitting-room, she found
him perched cheerfully on top of a rolled-up carpet and smoking a cigarette.
Two large feet protruded from one end of the carpet, and rendered the
depository of Karl Schubert’s body hardly a matter for scientific deduction.


“Ah. There you are,” said Johnny. “Now, if you’re
replete, we’ll slip round and see if anything can be done about Gervais. Not that I’m particularly sanguine as to his
chances of survival…”


“We must do what we can.”


“Certainly.” Johnny gave the carpet a final prod with his heels
and stood up. “And, with that aim before us we’ll hop into Paul’s car – if it’s
still there – and run round to see d’Ambois. If he
can’t do anything else, he’ll at least be able to give this house a detailed
examination. Good Lord! That reminds me – you left your handkerchief on the
sofa; here you are.” 


“Oh! Thank you,” said Marie-Andrée;
then, almost at once: “No, that’s not mine.” 


Johnny, Who had turned to
lead the way out of the door, turned sharply round again. “No? –” 


“No. I haven’t got one like that.” 


“Indeed?” Johnny stretched out his hand. “Let’s have a
look, then. I didn’t see it there last night.” 


“Nor did I. It wasn’t there last night.” 


Johnny turned the tiny segment of linen gingerly to
and fro. “No laundry-mark or initials, anyway. Smear
of lipstick, though… What shade do you use?” 


“Flame.” 


“Uh-huh. Here – what would you say that was?”


Marie-Andrée took the
handkerchief and held it to the light. “Some sort of cherry
shade. Should go with a rather dark complexion.
Might be Ravel or Chen Yu, or La Marquise – anything like
that.” 


“That’s what I thought.” Johnny began prodding
absently into the ashtrays on the nearest table. “Yes – here we are again. Same lipstick and – a Turkish cigarette, by gum. Oh, but
they all seem to be – she must have taken one of Paul’s. This is interesting,
though –” 


“You think Paul has a lady friend somewhere?” 


“Better than that. He was going to ring up the boss – remember? – to find out what to do about us; and, obviously, he got his
instructions. It looks to me very much as if the boss came round in person.” 


“But how flattering!” 


“Very flattering,
doubtless.” Johnny began to
prowl anxiously round the room, then walked over to
the sofa. “She must have been sitting here, to have dropped her handkerchief
where she did.” He bent and commenced to examine the back of the sofa with extreme
care. “Oh, I luv Jeannie with the light brown hair…
But this young lady’s hair seems to have been too firmly attached to her. A pity. All we know is that she uses an off-cherry lipstick,
smokes an occasional Turkish cigarette, and apparently employs the dear old
handkerchief-dodge to maintain her supply of ardent admirers. Not very much, is
it?” 


“It doesn’t seem very helpful – no.” 


“Nevertheless, a step in
the right direction.”
Johnny interpreted this remark literally by marching purposefully into the
hall. “We must get this place examined and fingerprinted right away.” 


“Good,” said Marie-Andrée,
and then laid her hand on his arm. “Johnny…”


“What is it?” 


“Wait a moment.” 


There was a few seconds’ silence; then Johnny said: 


“Why, what’s the matter?”


“No – wait… Yes, it is. There’s someone coming up the
path…” 



 
















 

CHAPTER TWELVE



 

JOHNNY remained still until the soft crunching of feet
on the gravel path had paused outside the door, when he made a resigned gesture
with his left hand and once more drew Paul’s pistol from his coat-pocket.
Marie-Andrée continued to lean against him, hardly
breathing at all. There followed a brisk knock on the door, a rattle as a daily
newspaper was pushed through the letter-box and then the steps retreating as
purposefully as before but now accompanied by a barely recognisable rendering
of Le Bateau des Iles.
The whistling faded away into the distance: Johnny replaced the pistol and
gingerly picked up the newspaper. 


“Oh, dear,” said Marie-Andrée.
“Only the paper-rounds man. And I thought we were in
for another spot of fun and games.” 


“So did I, to be frank.”
Johnny looked quickly sideways and put his arm round her. “Hey, stop trembling.
It’s all over, remember? This is me, I’m all right.” 


“Yes. Sorry. It’s just that I’ve had about enough of
all this for the time being. I’m not used to it,” explained Marie-Andrée, looking soulful and unprotected. Johnny kissed her
in a way that was intended to be reassuringly casual, but somehow wasn’t, and
hurriedly opened the paper. 


“I wonder,” he said, “if they have anything about our
friend Delacroix. I can’t help feeling curious as to exactly where the late
Monsieur Schubert used to park his unwanted corpses.” He began to flip casually
through the pages. 


“Oh, dear,” said Marie-Andrée.
“My article must be terribly overdue, and that cat Fichelle
has had exactly the same ideas as I had. What a genius that woman is.”


But Johnny had passed the fashion notes and was
reading a paragraph on the opposite page. He tapped it absently with his
forefinger and Marie-Andrée suppressed a little
scream as she saw the headline.



 

“GERVAIS ARRESTED AT LAST” 


                            Paris


“Captain Antoine Gervais of
the Dupont Brigade, wanted by the Sûreté on charges
of collaboration with the Nazis, was arrested last night near the rue de Rivoli. Members of the police, who have been seeking Gervais for almost a week, recognised him while engaged in
a routine check on cars and apprehended him without difficulty. Captain Jules
Pinot, Gervais’s fellow-officer, was with him at the
time of the arrest and has also been taken into custody; it is not known what
charges, if any, will be preferred. 


“Captain Gervais is believed
to have been slightly hurt, in the scuffle with the police and is now in a
prison hospital, suffering from slight concussion. Reports state that he was
armed. 


“Gervais is thirty-two years
of age, fair-haired and lightly built; is married and without children. He is
well-known to restaurateurs as the owner and manager of the popular Méridien Club in the Ave. Victor Hugo.” 



 

“It’s a well-known fact,” said Johnny, folding up the
paper solemnly, “that in all real-life tragedy the element of farce keeps
creeping in. The absurd little factor that everyone has ignored creeps in and
alters the most carefully laid of schemes. How, to move from the general to the
specific, le rossignol
must be swearing at les rossignols… Heaven bless them. Now we must definitely
go and see d’Ambois.” 


“It says he has concussion. Is that bad?” 


“Not necessarily. It almost certainly means that as
Monsieur Pinot was visiting his boss he took no chances and dotted young
Antoine a sweet one, just to keep him quiet.” 


“Poor Antoine.” 


“As you say, poor Antoine. Though personally, I should say that the boy was obviously
born lucky. Well – let’s go and look for Paul’s car.”



 

Whenever Johnny had considered the personalities of
those people connected with the rossignol affair,
he had come to the conclusion that most of them were quite surprisingly
restrained. The Gallic temperament was not revealed. From the Germans, of
course, one could hardly expect it to be; Pinot used an ingeniously-simulated
lack of confidence to conceal a typically Aryan cold-bloodedness, but that was
all. Gervais’s own experience had, in one way or
another, induced a sang-froid that bordered on stoicism; and Marie-Andrée had very little of the traditional volatility of the
Frenchwoman. But there was no doubt at all about Inspector d’Ambois.
He oozed Gallicism from every pore. His flat, genial little face had the
mobility of a rubber ball; he gesticulated, interrupted, bounced up and down in
his chair. He leered at Marie-Andrée and overwhelmed
Johnny with politeness. He smoked absurd little cigarettes incessantly and was
always answering the telephone, addressing every caller as tu and apparently enjoying each conversation immensely. When Johnny
had finished his story he leaned back in his vast chair, thumbed his little
black moustache and beamed. 


“But this is most remarkable.”


“Most.” 


“Unprecedented. Incredible. Beyond all belief. I accept it implicitly.” 


“Thank you, m’sieur.” 


“And now what is to be done, you ask? Exactly. Precisely. I wonder.
Excuse me.” He picked up the telephone and held an almost unintelligible
conversation at a furious pace. 


“Captain Gervais,” he said,
replacing the receiver, “remains as yet unconscious. His condition is not
serious. I have given instructions that he is to be guarded most cautiously. No
visitors of any description.”


“A very sensible move.”


“Naturally. That is what I felt myself. This Pinot, he is safe.
He will not escape. Mark you, I do not accept your
story purely on its face value. That would be uncomplimentary, no? We of the Sûreté, we are not fools.” 


“Assuredly not.” 


“Thank you. Thank you a thousand times.” D’Ambois bowed punctiliously. “No. Already we have our
doubts. The report from your H.Q., Monsieur Fedora, we have that in our files.
Yes. It causes us much thought, a great deal of brainwork, you understand. Now
all is clear. This house whose address you have so kindly given us, it will be
searched. At once. Without delay.”
He whipped up the telephone and once again broke into a spate of idiomatic
French, then produced a gaudy silk handkerchief and wiped his brow. 


“There. That is settled. A most careful examination
will be made and the report will be sent to me. To me,
personally. I myself make this my business, Monsieur Fedora.”


Johnny murmured a conventional phrase to the effect
that he was flattered. 


“By no means. Not at all. Think nothing of
it. And now, m’sieur, we must make our plans. We have
to find these charming young ladies of whom you have informed us. All the
others you have eliminated… I must tell Claude,” he added wistfully, “that the Leport case is satisfactorily concluded. A
pity, that, but no real matter. These poules who have got away from you, that is what
is important. We must catch them.”


“Two little birds in a gilded cage,” said Johnny
dreamily. “I quite agree.” 


“Now, le rossignol, her recognition you say depends on Gervais himself? Ah!” He grabbed the telephone again, but
changed his mind. “Well, at the hospital they do their best. When he is well,
he will help us.” 


Johnny smiled. “You know, we’ll have to move very
quickly. Once she knows that Gervais is out of their
hands –”


“She will run away, you think? It is possible. You
think she will know?”


“It’s in all the papers.” 


“Parbleu,” said d’Ambois,
annoyed. “Name of a name! I had forgotten. I am a
fool! And the papers, they are a bloody nuisance. The delightful young lady
will forgive me,” he added hurriedly, “I forget myself.”


“Could you get me the Defence H.Q. on the ’phone?”
suggested Johnny. 


D’Ambois’s face brightened. Nothing could exceed the delight he
felt on being able to accommodate in the smallest way the gentleman’s wishes.
The idea was in itself one of the most brilliant he had ever had the pleasure
of hearing. To be in contact with such a clear-thinking, incisive, weighty mind
was indeed an experience only too rarely enjoyed. Having concluded his felicitations,
he took over the conversation himself. 


“Western Defence H.Q.? D’Ambois of the Sûreté. I wish to know the names and addresses of any of your female
employees who have not arrived on duty today.” 


The reply was inaudible, but induced d’Ambois to blush profusely. 


“Veritable idiot! This is of the greatest importance. Oblige me by
checking up at once… The young lady,” he said, awarding Johnny an oily smile,
“she is impertinent … What do you say? Ah!” He picked up a pencil and began to
scrawl frantic hieroglyphics on the blotting-paper. “Yes, that is all?… Then that is all.
Thank you.” He clicked back the receiver and frowned, at the blotting-paper
before him. “Get me Machon,” he said to no one in
particular, and one of the two police secretaries sitting in the corner of the
room shot out of his chair and through the door. In his own way, Johnny
reflected, d’Ambois must be something of a
disciplinarian. 


The little man was now leaning back idly and flicking
his fingernails with a propelling pencil; he had the air of a dynamo recharging
its batteries. A cold Parisian sun was slanting a beam across his shoulders and
across the floor of the room, while in the coolness near the ceiling half a
dozen flies were playing a ceaseless game of tag, humming disconsolately to themselves. 


Johnny said: “Might I see the list, d’you think?” 


“But certainly. My apologies, m’sieur. I have three names here – Madame Suzy Tallon, Mademoiselle Mony Henriot and Mademoiselle Marie Pless.
Are any of the names familiar to you?” 


“Mony Henriot,”
said Johnny thoughtfully. “I remember her legs.” 


“Indeed?… Machon,”
said d’Ambois, in the nearest approach he could make
to a bark, “here are the names and addresses of three young ladies. Take two
men with you, go around and arrest them.” 


“Sir,” said Machon smartly.
He saluted and withdrew. 


“Machon.” 


“Sir?” 


“Use your discretion.”


“Naturally, sir.”   . 


“Carry on, then. And now” – he turned once more to
Fedora – “that is fixed. That is good, that. Is there anything further that you
require, Monsieur Fedora?” 


“I’ll leave the matter in your hands,” said Johnny
politely but untruthfully. 


“I shall take every step available, you may rest
assured. German agents in Paris,” said d’Ambois
forcibly – “that is a thing which I will not tolerate. I have your address, m’sieur. I shall be delighted to report personally such progress
that we may make.” 


“Most kind of you,” said Johnny.


“But-not-in-the-slightest-degree. The pleasure, it is all mine. You have no further suggestions?”



“No. I think not.” 


“If I might suggest something,” said Marie-Andrée. “Perhaps Madame Gervais
would like to hear of her husband’s – er – that he is
all right.” 


D’Ambois bowed. “But, of course, my dear young lady. Certainly
she will be informed.”


“Oh. That’s all, then.”


“Excellent. My secretary will see you to your car
Monsieur Fedora – delighted. Mademoiselle – veritably enchanted.” He danced
across the room and opened the door himself. He bowed low. He closed the door
behind him. 


“Stomach of a sacred camel,” he remarked. “The things
that go on in this place are passing all human belief… Georges! My digestive
tablets.” 



 

“Your beastly little friends seem to be out in force,”
said Johnny, pushing his way across the pavement and ducking as a flashlight
exploded. “Newspapermen everywhere.” 


“Isn’t it awful?” Marie-Andrée
panted heavily, flashed a hurried smile at d’Ambois’s
secretary and dived into the car. “I look such a sight. Photographed in a man’s
sportsjacket – I ask you. Really! I shall never
forgive you for this.”


“Wonder what they’re after.” Johnny clambered in
beside her, closed the door and thoughtfully let in the clutch. “Goodbye, m’sieur, and thank you… On the hunt for Gervais,
I imagine. Probably thought you were his wife.” He
drove to the Quai des Orfèvres
and joined the main stream of traffic. 


“What happens now?” 


“Sleep, I should think.” Johnny stroked his unshaven
chin. “And a bath and shave for me. I’ll drop you at your flat before I go on
to Rostand’s.”


“I think,” she said dubiously,
“I think I should like to go to the hotel with you.” 


“Eh?” 


“I mean, I don’t particularly relish the idea of being
alone in my flat. Not after last night. I expect there’s… blood everywhere,
too.” 


“Oh, I see. Yes, of course you can come to the hotel.
Or is there any other you prefer?” 


“No, no. Rostand’s is as
good as any other. Perhaps, if you don’t mind, we could just stop at my flat
and I can pack a few things. And,” she added irritably, “put on some respectable
clothes.” 


“By all means,” said Johnny, and trod on the
accelerator. 



 

Marie-Andrée closed her eyes
almost at once, snuggled herself into the seat that Antoine Gervais
had occupied only yesterday and made no further effort at conversation; and
Johnny, coping with the morning stream of Paris traffic – to a driver
accustomed to driving on the left of the road, one of the most terrifying
sights that this world has to offer – Johnny himself felt in no mood for light
badinage. A night on the constant qui
vive and the enforced inhaling of an unascertainable but stultifying
quantity of coal-gas, culminating in an interview with the energetic d’Ambois, had left him in a state bordering on enervation.
He drove blearily up the road, avoiding several fatal accidents by last-second
twists of the wheel and through the divine grace of a Providence that was
waiting, without doubt, to see him hanged; and finally pulled up outside Marie-Andrée’s flat. She showed no signs of returning to
consciousness when the car stopped, but woke as soon as he touched her shoulder.


“Here we are, lady. Like me to come up with you?” 


She knuckled her eyes for a second before replying.
“Oh, no – don’t bother.” She placed her hand on the door-handle and then
paused, raising her eyes thoughtfully to the window of her sitting-room. 


                              “Oh.”


“Just remembered, eh? All right, I’ll come.” Johnny
swung his legs out of the car and went round past the bonnet to open the door
for her. “They say exercise is good for the figure.” 


“I do hope he’s not still there.” 


“Still not quite used to
the atmosphere of battle, murder and sudden death?” Johnny opened his mouth and gave vent to a quite
unpardonable yawn. The distinctly tiring nature of his previous night’s
employment had begun to take its effect. “That’s what I like about Frenchwomen.
You’re so unprotected.”


“Well, I wouldn’t mind the corpse so much, really. I
can’t help feeling there might be someone else in there with another little
popgun, so perhaps it would be as well if you went in first.”


“And so practical.” Johnny yawned once more, made a vain attempt to bite
it off that looked as if he were snapping at a fly, and obediently led the way
upstairs. “Confidentially, old thing, I’m not expecting much more trouble as
far as the shooting side of the business goes. To my knowledge, we’ve now polished
off all their highly-trained marksmen… You see? No one here.”



“That’s a relief. Have you looked under the sofa?” 


“No. Nor do I intend to. Life is too valuable to spend
searching unmentionable articles of furniture for even more unmentionable specimens
of humanity. Go and get your necessities, woman.” 


He watched her as she crossed the floor, then wandered
over to the piano and proceeded to exorcise the ghosts with a little
boogie-woogie. The piano had the E flat above middle C missing, and a bullet-hole
in the frame showed exactly why. He set to work with intense concentration to
build a theme around it. He had met with some moderate success by the time she
had returned carrying a small brown leather suitcase. 


“Can I take that case?” 


“Your manners,” she said gravely, “are impeccable. But
I think I can manage it as far as the car.” 


“Yes, well, they’re not so bad, are they? Considering. Apart from shooting people before breakfast,
which is regarded in some circles as a breach of good taste, I’m very well
satisfied with them. After you, m’selle.”



“A woman’s man, if ever I saw one.”


“You surprise me. I was under the impression that in
my present condition I could double for Boris Karloff
and no questions would be asked. Perhaps you are one of these peculiar young
ladies who like the masculine, unshaven type… Yes, I see you are.”


“If you’ve quite finished kissing me,” said Marie-Andrée, “we might go down to the car.” 


“Yes.” Johnny released himself and eyed her critically
as she wiped the lipstick from his mouth with her handkerchief. “You know,
something’s got into me to-day. I feel positively light-headed. Can it be the
spring?” 


“It hardly seems likely at this time of the year.” 


“Can’t be that, then.” Johnny took the handkerchief
from her and examined it with his forefinger. “You’re quite right. Flame. I’m afraid that, for the time being, I shall be
spending all my time chasing another woman.” 


“I know. I’m furious.” 


“Well, bottle it up for the time being and get into
the car,” 


“That’s the idea,” said Johnny closing the door behind
her. “Next stop, Rostand’s.
And, I trust, a bath, a shave, and a few hours’ solid sleep. As you may infer,
I have wormed myself into your affections under false pretences. I am, in
reality, an effeminate.” He let in the clutch, allowed the gears to grind agonisingly
and set off once more down the street.



 

“Good morning, Monsieur Darreaux,”
said the booking clerk. “You have been asked for, but we were unable to contact
you, I regret.” His bored professional eye regarded Marie-Andrée
with the complete vacuity of a boiled cod and then returned to Johnny. For a
moment he seemed almost on the verge of a conspiratorial wink. 


“Who wanted me?’” said Johnny, surprised.


“Your wife, m’sieur.” 


“My wife, eh? Which one? – I mean, when?” said Johnny. 


“Not long ago, m’sieur. She
is still here, I believe – surely that is she sitting in the corner, the lady
with the attractive blue hat?”


“Ah,” said Johnny, satisfied. “Yes, I know the lady.
That is, you’re quite right… Er – this young lady here
would like to check in. Perhaps you would like to look after her.” 


“Delighted, m’sieur.” The clerk gave him a look of the deepest admiration and leant forwards.
“Er – pardon me m’sieur.
There was also a telephone call.”


“Yes. From –?” 


“A young lady, m’sieur. No name. She said she would be calling on you shortly.” 


“I see. Thank you. I wonder how I do it.” 


“That is exactly what I was wondering myself, m’sieur. And now – we have a nice single bedroom for the
young lady, on the third floor, facing due south-west…” 


Johnny drifted across the hotel foyer towards the
provocative-looking blue hat which, as he approached, raised itself slightly to
reveal the oval face and tawny hair of Simone Gervais.



“Madame Darreaux, I believe.
What a delightful surprise.”


She flushed slightly ,and
showed a quick gamine grin in his direction. “Yes, I’m sorry about that. I had
to see you in a hurry.” 


“Yes. Why the nom de guerre?” 


“I thought it might persuade the clerk to tell me your
whereabouts. But apparently he really didn’t know. Look – have you seen today’s
paper? You know about my husband?” 


“Yes, to both questions.” 


“Is he all right?” she asked breathlessly. 


“Perfectly all right. The hospital authorities assure me there’s not the
slightest danger.” 


“Oh, that. Pouf! Antoine has a skull like a rhinoceros
and always did have. What I want to know is whether anything fresh has arisen
with regard to that beastly letter.” 


“Again your husband is quite all right. A German
Intelligence agent very much better informed in these matters than I have ever
been assures me that it is almost certain to be proved a forgery. In any case,
recent events have served to exculpate your husband completely; there’s not the
slightest chance of his being convicted.” 


“Thank God,” she said almost reverently; then, kicking
her heels irritably against the sofa, “but they won’t allow me to visit him.
Why on earth shouldn’t they, if that is true?” 


“They won’t?” Johnny pulled thoughtfully at the lobe
of his right ear. “That’s rather surprising. I know they’re not allowing any
visitors in case one of our acquaintances from IIIB tries to pull a fast one,
but I should have thought they would let you in. They must be even more careful
than appears strictly necessary.” 


“I should say they were being downright absurd. Oh,
well. What do you suggest I do?” 


“I should go home and wait until d’Ambois
of the Sûreté contacts you, as he said he would do.
You’ll probably find some sort of telephone message waiting for you, probably
in one of the simpler forms of code and widely embellished with unintelligible
Gallicisms.” Johnny became aware that her attention was focused on something
behind his left shoulder. “Oh, I beg your pardon. Allow me to introduce
Mademoiselle Marie-Andrée Duveyrier
– Madame Simone Gervais.” 


Simone smiled; again her eyes had turned from a hazel
shade to a definite green. “So you’re Marie-Andrée.
But this is delightful.” 


“Yes, isn’t it?” They shook hands distastefully. “I’ve
been looking forward to meeting, you. It hasn’t seemed very practicable
before.” 


“Of course not, dear. Monsieur Darreaux
assures me that my husband is quite all right now, and
that he can come back home – if you’re quite sure you’ve finished with him.” 


“Oh, dear,” said Johnny. But not even he had the nerve
to say it out loud. 


“But, of course he can come back. You didn’t have to
ask my permission.” 


“How sweet of you to put
it like that. I hope Antoine
wasn’t too much trouble to you.” 


“Oh, no.” Marie-Andrée smiled. “He
made himself useful in any number of little ways.”


“So glad.”
Simone stood up and tossed back her hair “It’s been lovely meeting you, but I’m
afraid I must go. I had no idea it was so late. I wonder if you could find me a
taxi, Monsieur Darreaux?” 


“Good Lord, yes,” said Johnny. “Rather. Here I go.” He
turned like a flash and made his
escape, encountering as he went the sympathetic but interested gaze of the
booking clerk. He shuddered. 


There was no great difficulty involved in finding a
taxi. There was always a lengthy queue of them directly outside the door.
Johnny carried out his errand by beckoning to the nearest and then leaning
against the doorpost breathing deeply until Simone emerged. He was delighted to
see that her hair remained undishevelled and that
there were no angry scratches on her cheeks. Apparently civilisation had
prevailed.


“Here we are,” he said cheerfully. “Service
on the dot. All ready and waiting, as requested.” 


“O-o-oh,” she said, ignoring him.


“What’s the matter?” 


“My dear! What a cat. I might have known Antoine would take up
with a woman like that. He has no taste, you know; no taste at all.” 


“I suppose she is rather pretty.” 


“Do you really think so? No morals, anyway. You can
see that at a glance.” 


“Well, I like her.” 


“Yes,” she said witheringly. “You would.” She flounced
into the taxi, slammed the door, then turned to face him and winked in a
thoroughly disconcerting manner. She said: “All right. Maybe I’m the least bit
prejudiced.” 


“Oh, I wouldn’t go so far as to say that.” 


“Thank God it’s all over, anyway. I thought it was
only the Germans we were dealing with. By the way” – she reached out her hand
through the window – “I don’t know how much of all this is your doing. I don’t
know anything. But I can’t help thinking it must be the hell of a lot. So,
thanks.” 


“My doing?”



“Yes. Getting Antoine out of the jam he was in. It was a nasty one, wasn’t it?” 


“Oh, that. I misunderstood your meaning. Believe me,”
said Johnny heroically, but with some truth, “I did next to nothing. You must
thank the police judiciaire.
And Marie-Andrée.” 


“I have thanked her. What do you think we talked about
when we’d got rid of you?… Yes, that’s all right. Keep
it in memory of me.” 


“What? Oh!” said Johnny, releasing her hand. “I’m so
sorry. No, you’d better have it, really. It may come in useful some time.” 


“It will. Wait till
I see that man,” said Simone. “Concussion, indeed!
Serve him right! But it’s nothing to what he’ll have coming to him, the rat.
Good-bye, then, Darreaux. Or
whatever your real name is.”


“Au’voir,” said Johnny politely. He waved gently
and pathetically as the taxi drove off, then scratched the tip of his nose and
went back into the hall. 



 

Marie-Andrée had already
gone up to her room and Johnny felt that she was setting him an excellent
example for once. He travelled up in the lift, managed to get out at the
correct floor and walked down the corridor to his room, yawning heavily. As he
went into his room the telephone tinkled abruptly on the bedside table. 


Johnny put on his patiently resigned expression, then replaced it by one of intense interest as he picked up
the receiver. Of course. A young lady had been ringing
him up. Johnny’s inventory of young ladies acquainted with his number at Rostand’s was not immense, and there seemed to be every
chance that it was the lady with the attractive voice who had rung him up
before and whom he was so extremely anxious to meet. Le rossignol, in
fact. He cuddled the receiver to his somewhat bristly chin and spoke in
a carefully modulated coo. 


“Darreaux speaking… Yes… Oh,
hell! It’s you Monsieur d’Ambois.”



“Yes, me. Who d’you
think it was, Lili Marlene? Me, I have some progress
to report so I ring you up as I promise. It is inconvenient, no?” 


“No.” 


“No? Ah, that is good. Button back the ears, then, and
listen. My men have been over this house of yours very carefully, but they do
not seem to have encountered any useful pointers. The fingerprinting, that will
take time, bien entendu. They
have, however, found a gun in a drawer bearing your initials. It is a small
3-mm. Mauser automatic.” 


“Oh, that. I’ll be glad to have it back, if I may;
it’s one of my favourites. One of those boys lifted it from me last night.”


“By all means. It will be returned immediately. Thank you. There was
also in the same drawer a service pistol that I presume to be Captain Gervais’s property, and” – he coughed deprecatingly – “a
brown shoe wrapped up in paper. Yours, perhaps?” 


“I told you about that, didn’t I? It belonged to the
little man I bumped off and left in the coal-cellar. I was taking it along to
be examined later, so perhaps you’d like to look after that side of things for
me.” 


“It will be a real pleasure. These little things, they
can be of the greatest assistance. But I must apologise for troubling you. You
will, I assume, be endeavouring to sleep.” 


“Yes, that does seem to be the idea in the near
future. Tell me – any news from Machon yet?” 


“But yes. He has just telephoned. Of the women, it
appears that one is undoubtedly suffering from appendicitis and has been rushed
to hospital, and that the second, the unmarried one,
is having a baby. It is possible that I have that the wrong way round, but
these things are unimportant, are they not? The last one, aha, that is
different. She has vanished unaccountably and the good Machon,
he is in pursuit.”


“Sounds promising. What one is that?”


“The jeune fille whose legs you say you recall. Mademoiselle Mony Henriot. If, indeed, any of
these ladies have the cold feet and have done a bunk – is that not right? –
then this is the one we must seek.” 


“Mony Henriot,”
said Johnny, sucking the inside of his lower lip. “Thank you, m’sieur, I’ll keep in touch.” 


He replaced the receiver delicately on its cradle,
walked over to the dressing-table and selected a clean towel from its top
drawer. He remained for a few seconds contemplating the double row of pin-ups
that he had arrayed across the glass surface of the dressing-table. Just off
centre, perched neatly between a glossy Lana Turner and a kittenishly smiling
Marie MacDonald was Holliday’s photograph of the swim-suited Hilse von Hettering. It seemed perfectly
in place there and was in the last position, Johnny had decided, where any
potential ransackers would expect to find
incriminating evidence. The lessons of Edgar Allan Poe had not been wasted upon
Johnny. 


“It’s possible,” he said to himself. He leaned farther
forward, placed his hand over the top half of the photograph, and scrutinised
the lower half keenly. “C’est bien possible. Mais quelle poule, alors!
Je voudrais bien être dans
les draps de Gervais il y a plusieurs ans – elle a le génie… mais jusqu’au nez, whatever the meaning of that expression may be.”
And he turned moodily from his pornographic musings and his studied contemplation
of the photograph to stare straight into the eyes of the original.

















 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 



 

THEY were light-blue in colour and interrogatory in
expression, and their owner was standing nonchalantly in the bathroom doorway.
One hand rested on the handle of the door and the other clasped a
cream-coloured handbag by its strap.


The position seemed to Johnny to be extremely
graceful. But then, any position in which she was not actually pointing a
revolver at his stomach, would have seemed delightful
to him.


“Good morning,” she said composedly.


“Good morning to you. Forgive my manners; it’s just that
your method of appearance struck me as the least bit unconventional. W-won’t
you sit down?… You are, of course, the genie of this
bottle of shaving lotion?” 


“I think you know who I am,” she said. “And you are
Sean Fedora of the British Intelligence. I have wanted to meet you for a very
long time.” 


“But too kind,”
said Johnny wildly. “Er – well… As you’re here, there
doesn’t seem to me much point in asking you how you got here. So what can I do for you?” 


A thin crinkle of amusement outlined her lower
eyelids. “I thought you might like to shoot me.” 


“I’m certainly supposed to. Nevertheless – rather a
gross breach of the rules of hospitality, don’t you think? Am I to take it you’ve no objection to
being shot?”


“Strong objections.” She reached over to pick up an ashtray, then began to turn it over and over in her thin but
unmistakably strong fingers. “I’ve come to do a deal with you, Fedora.” 


Johnny sat down on the bed facing her. “And if I don’t
want to deal –?” 


“You don’t have to. All you do is pick
up the cards.”


“Uh-huh. Good ones?” 


“The best.” 


“What can I win with them?”


“What you want.” 


“What’s that?” 


“What do all men want?” 


“All right… Let’s get down to details, shall we? Cigarette?” 


“Thank you, I don’t smoke.” 


“I will, if you don’t mind. All
right. Let’s have your proposition.” 


“It’s simple. I’m getting out. I want to get out
alive.” 


Johnny struck a match and looked at her over the
flame. “Naturally.”


“It’s too much, you see. The game’s over. It was over
in 1945, I suppose. Maybe none of us had the sense to see it. Well – it’s over
now, anyway. When I found out that you had been sent here, I knew… never mind.
This is it – you want Mai Weill. I’ll give her to
you.” 


She was speaking disjointedly, but quite
unemotionally. It was almost as though she were thinking aloud. 


Johnny said: “I see. You want to, sell out?” 


“Not exactly.” 


“Put it how you like. But this information isn’t of
much value, I’m afraid. I know Mai Weill already.
When I’ve had a shave and a rest, I’m going round to take her.” 


“Weill is nothing. That is
the least valuable of my information… You see – whatever happens, I shall have
to kill Weill. That is the first part of my program.”



“I see. I should not have interrupted you. Please go
on.”


“I am Weill’s
second-in-command, you see. She and I know a great many things – things that
few others know. And she knows that I
know them – she alone. That is why I must get rid of her. Then I can return to
Germany and act on my information.” 


“Yes?” 


“You want to know a little of what I have learnt?” She
smiled. “Just a little then.
I know where the Goering plate is hidden and just how
to get at it. I know where the missing gold from the Burgkirchen
vault is stored. I know where Skorzeny is hiding and
where Kurt Mayer hid the Amsterdam diamonds… I know where Hitler’s body is!…”


Johnny eyed the tip of his cigarette. He said softly:
“I should estimate the potential value of your information at round about one
and a half million English pounds.” 


“I know much more –”


“I don’t doubt it. Go on.”


“I haven’t said enough? How many
times does two go into one and a half million?” 


“Arithmetic’s not my strong point.” 


“Quite a number,” she said. “Quite a
number. And you can double that sum and still be economical.” 


“You suggest we go after this money together?” 


“Yes. I must have help, you see, and the best there
is. The three million is undoubtedly there, but it has to be taken from the
most dangerous men in the world… Some time ago, I decided that if I were to do
this thing, I must have one of five men to help me. Jimmy Emerald or Arthur
Rickard – or the American, Lloyd Johnson – or Jean de Meyrignac
– or –” 


“Or Johnny Fedora.”


“Yes.” 


“I’m flattered. That crowd you mentioned would take a
lot of stopping.” 


“But you are the one I would have chosen. Emerald speaks better German, true – and Rickard
is more experienced. Yet you are, I think, the best. You have brains, and you
are used to acting alone – and you are the deadliest man with a gun in Europe.
That is your reputation, at least.”


“Some of your boys are pretty good.” 


“True. But,” she said with unconscious irony, “I could
never trust a Nazi. And – there are other considerations.” 


“Such as –?” 


“I can, without difficulty, imagine you… dans les draps de Gervais.” 


There was a lengthy silence. Then Johnny passed a hand
wearily across his forehead and said: “You must forgive me. This affair seems
to have involved me in a plethora of charming young ladies – if that’s the word
I want. My head will soon be completely turned.” 


She smiled. “It was really rather unfair of me to
overhear your little monologue. After that, it will naturally be difficult to
convince me that you find me – unattractive.” 


“It’s naturally difficult for any man to convince any
woman of that.”


“You’re a cynic, I see. Surprising how our profession
seems to breed them.” She rose to her feet and moved across to the
dressing-table, where she eyed the photograph with a certain detached
curiosity. “But it is true that I have changed. I do not care to remember how
many years ago that photograph was taken.” 


“The legs are distinctly recognisable, however.” 


“Yes?” She extended one gossamer-clad limb and
inspected it with lazy approval. “You like them?” 


“They might be described as breath-taking. For the
purposes of this conversation, they will be.” 


She examined herself in the mirror and made the
slightest of adjustments to her skirt. 


“I have managed to keep my figure – yes. It has not
always been easy. But I have always had a certain pride in my appearance –
that, and the length of time in which I have been a Frenchwoman… it has enabled
me to acquire a certain chic.” 


“I’m almost convinced. Your face, too, is almost
beyond criticism.” 


“Almost?” She smiled, crossed to where Johnny was sitting, and
placed her face some six inches from his own. Doubtless, Johnny reflected, to
facilitate inspection. “What particular feature do you object to, chéri? Perhaps it can be altered.” 


“There’s a certain quality about your eyes,” said
Johnny. “They’ve been there before.” 


She paused slightly before replying: 


“You have
killed men, too. Very many.” 


 “I know.”


“Yes.” She leaned heavily on the arm of his chair and
sighed. “Yes, it shows after a while. But I make no attempt to pass for a
virgin. Or for anything other than what I am. Do you
see anything strange about my mouth?” 


Johnny looked at it, then
said: “No.” His voice seemed strangely husky. 


“Are you sure?” 


“Quite sure,” said Johnny, feeling her hand moving
across the back of his neck and hoping that it was not about to insert several
inches of steel where it would do the most good. 


“You can be sure of this, too. That while my eyes may
give me away, my mouth never will. Do you consider that – sufficient
compensation?” 


“Experience undoubtedly has its advantages.” 


“As you would find,” she said softly, “if you were to
lift your face slightly – so that I could kiss you…”


Johnny decided to accept this invitation; it would, at
least, enable him to consider the situation in comparative leisure. Moreover,
it was intrinsically anything but unpleasant… so much so that when Hilse removed her lips some thirty seconds later, he
realised with horror that he had not begun to consider the situation at all.
This, emphatically, would not do. 


“All right,” he said. “Your demonstration was
completely successful, mademoiselle. Now, however, we must turn to business
matters… You may remain seated on my lap, if you wish. It imparts the correct
secretarial atmosphere.”


“Thank you, sir…”


“Not at all. Okay, start talking.”


“But what about?”


“We are about to murder an old associate of yours, you
may remember. She’s the only surviving member of your organisation in Paris?” 


“That’s right. You
should know what happened to the rest.” 


“Yes. So that elimination of Mai Weill
means that the case is closed so far as my employer is concerned. He wished the
Paris section of IIIB to be obliterated and, with Weill’s
death and your defection from Defence H.Q., he’ll be satisfied.” 


“Excellent. Weill, of
course, has the records for the entire Paris section of IIIB in storage… You
knew that?”


“No; I didn’t.”


“It is so. Your employer will, I imagine, be extremely
pleased with them.” 


“Tant mieux. But Allied Intelligence, as a whole, will not be
satisfied merely with your disappearance. They will be on the lookout for you
everywhere. That is a thing that I’m powerless to stop.” 


“What do you suggest?” 


“I really think,” said Johnny
mildly, “that it would be better if you were to die and Mai Weill
were to escape.”


“It’s certainly an idea. How can we arrange it?” 


Johnny said: “Much the same way as that in which you
died during the war. We’ll get Weill, switch her into
your clothes and blow the place up. Simple, but – I fancy – effective.”


“You think it will work again?”


“Naturally if I explain exactly what happened.” 


“Which was –?” 


“I traced you to Weill’s
flat prior to the explosion. Remains of body inside must therefore be yours.
Not very complicated, is it?”


She clapped her hands together. “C’est magnifique!” 


“Mais ce n’est
pas la gare, unfortunately. We will obliterate
that monstrosity later. While on the subject – we’ll have to get you out of the
country at once.” 


“At once?” 


“The moment we’ve done this job, or – let me think. In
case you didn’t know it, the Sûreté are out
looking for you in the hundreds. I don’t doubt all the cribs are being watched.
But on being informed of your demise, I’ve no doubt they’ll cease to waste the
taxpayers’ money. Tomorrow morning, then, you leave Paris for London. On the Flèche d’Or.”



“I have often wanted to see London,” 


“Misguided girl. This afternoon, the balloon goes up.” 


“What about the explosive?” 


“I think I can arrange that. We’ll use the regulation
plastic 808 with a little un-regulation phosphorus that will bring a happy,
healthy glow to the cheeks. The 808 I have already, together with a suit-case,
the loss of which I shall regret deeply; I can get a safety-fuse and a box of
detonators, and I know where phosphorus may be readily acquired… Weill herself I had better leave to you.”


“All right.” 


“You realise she must not be shot! Just – er – exploded. If the experts find a piece of her – or you,
that is – with a bullet-hole through it, they will suspect… No. You must engage
her in conversation with one hand and swing a nifty sandbag with the other.” 


“You have not only brains,” she said “you have an
enthusiasm that surprises me. Almost, this collaboration might have been your
suggestion.” 


“All this is assuming we do come unto these yellow sands, and then join hands. As yet, I’ve
made no promises. I’m merely working on that hypothesis.” 


“I see.” 


“I shall need to know quite a bit more about your
organisation. My report to my employer had better be pretty comprehensive. In
particular, I want to know all about the Gervais
affair!”


“That” – she contemplated the nail of her right-hand
index-finger and sucked it thoughtfully – “that was Brunner’s scheme. I felt it
at the time to be needlessly overcomplicated.”


“Obviously it would be difficult to eliminate him
without considerable repercussions.” 


“Precisely. Our idea was to turn the undoubted power of the post-war
F.F.I. organisations against him rather than us. Certain aspects of his history
made this appear quite a simple task… Brunner worked out the letter of which
you have heard so much, and persuaded Boehm to sign it, prior to his execution.
It nearly did the trick.” 


“Remarkably nearly.” 


“Antoine’s luck was always amazing.” She sighed. “It
took us a long time to trace him. Eventually, of course, it was through you.” 


“And that was
a mistake. Otherwise, I could never have known Weill’s
identity.” 


“If events had gone right, you would be dead – and
that would not have mattered.” 


“True.” 


“Your change of
appearance” – she ran her fingers gently over Johnny’s face – “that was
misleading. As
was your assumption of Darreaux’s identity. It
was ill-advised of me to ’phone you at once – but perhaps no real harm was
done. On your appearance at Defence H.Q., of course, we knew all we wanted to
know and your demise was arranged. But it seems that he shot someone else.” 


“He did.” 


“Always a bungler. But for once I am inclined to forgive him… On your reappearance,
you were trailed to the young lady’s flat and taken to Brunner’s house. And how
you got out of there I cannot
imagine.” 


“How did you know I had?” 


“I saw you in the Quai des Orfèvres. I was just – wondering if there was anything I
could do for Gervais. The morning paper seemed most
foreboding.” 


“Gervais is, I fear,
completely safe from all you horrible people as you probably discovered. You
then decided to give up and throw in with me. Am I right?” 


“After such a series of dazzling deductions,
that one comes as something of an anticlimax.” 


“Yes.” Johnny jiggled his tongue against his cheek.
“As you say, a horrifyingly complex case. The prospect
of making sense of it horrifies me, and I therefore don’t propose to. Not any
more.”


“No,” said le rossignol cheerfully. “Let’s have another
demonstration.”


“Let’s have a shave and a few hours’ sleep,” said
Johnny disengaging himself. “I’m practically thinking double.” 



 

Johnny moved slightly on the bed, swung up his wrist
and examined the face of his wrist-watch. The time was twenty minutes past two…
At the other end of the room, Hilse von Hettering was seated by the window, looking out across the
rooftops – a paper-backed novel lay open on her lap. Johnny closed his eyes
once more. His head still ached abominably but on the whole he was feeling
distinctly better. He straightened his left leg and pushed his face farther
into the pillow. 


He began to consider the developments that le rossignol’s offer
of alliance had occasioned. In many ways, it was surprising. Johnny knew the
historical parallels to be innumerable, but the individual case was outside his
experience. The criminal turning King’s Evidence is a common enough phenomenon – the spy turning traitor another; but neither
category quite applied. As the lady had said, there was more to it than that.
It was more nearly a case of the spy turning outlaw. And Johnny, whose meteoric
career had been spent as much in defiance of established canons of law and
order as in the more respectable trade of intelligence agent, felt to the full
the attraction of the suggestion. It was not merely the financial incentive
that gripped him. It was the prospect of working completely alone again for the
first time in years. The idea intrigued him immensely. 


There was really no question of disloyalty on his
part. His task in Paris would be completed; if von Hettering
was not dead, her career as a Nazi agent would be completed. Holliday would be
satisfied. Then Johnny had only to leave the Service – one of the privileges of
his dangerous profession was that of resignation at a moment’s notice. 


His loyalty, after all, had never been to any one
country. It was a personal oath that he had taken on the death of his parents,
to fight Fascism with all the cunning and skill that he possessed. Partnership
with Hilse would enable him to continue to do so, and
in a personal way: in a manner that had a great appeal to him. It would involve
a Jesuitical adoption of evil means to attain a good end; an alliance with a
Nazi to destroy Nazism. And that was what the successful prosecution of Hilse’s aims would amount to. The post-war Nazi underground
movement was run on finance, on hoarded goods; removal of the capital would
result in its complete destruction.


And Hilse, he was sure, had
spoken the truth of her knowledge. The things of which
she had spoken – Goering’s legendary collection of
plate, the gold shipment from the Burgkirchen vaults
at Leipzig, the records of the Wandervögel, of German
Overseas Intelligence, the diamonds of von Huysen, destined
for the Essen Works – all were things for which Allied Intelligence forces had
sought desperately and unsuccessfully. Those Nazis who had escaped the
comb-out, who had cached the proceeds of six years’ systematic looting, who
were now trying to reorganise the German Secret Service – they were the richest
men in the world. And, as Hilse had
said, the most dangerous. Hunting tigers would be table-tennis in
comparison with robbing, blackmailing and killing such men. 


Oh, yes, thought Johnny, the idea is attractive. She
put it up to the right man. But there is the other side to be considered…


Johnny, after all, was no fool. The possibility of le rossignol’s offer
being a desperate attempt to gain time was an overwhelming one. When he went
out that afternoon to kill Weill, every nerve of his
unique intuitive system would be tingling, waiting in readiness for the first
false move on Hilse’s part. The whole thing was a
gamble… It was a gamble that he had decided to take. 


He turned slightly on the pillow and squinted past his
nose at the tall figure still staring impassively out of the window. She was
slouched slightly in the chair so that her coat, unbuttoned mannishly, draped
itself against the side of the chair and concealed all but the outline of her
figure. Her hair was tumbled loosely across her left shoulder, stirring
slightly in the breeze that came through the half-opened window; then, as he
watched, she turned back to her novel and pushed back its tresses with an
unconscious but reassuringly feminine gesture. 


He watched her face for a few minutes, looking for
some indication of her thoughts now that she was temporarily off-guard. It
remained a beautiful but obstinate blank; the dark, sweeping lines of her eyelids
were turned upon the pages of her novel and stayed there. The face itself was
greatly altered from that of the young girl who looked out from the photograph
on the dressing-table, was altered nearly as much as his own, though in a far
subtler way. It was not that she was older, though her complete maturity was an
indefinable quality absent from the photograph; it was rather as if the girl’s
face had become adapted, moulded around a completely new character that
underlay it. The young blonde was an unmistakable Aryan girl of the
Strength-through-Joy period; the older brunette was cosmopolitan in her
sophistication while the half-casual chic
of her appearance and the preter-naturally
rounded cheek-bones were typically Parisienne. She
had, as she had put it, become a Frenchwoman: she was the girl in the
photograph magically altered into a woman moulded by vastly different
circumstances and surroundings. 


The new maturity seemed an emanation rather than a
visible quality, showing itself in her movements rather than in her appearance.
A camera, perhaps, would only capture the smooth skin and lovely features,
would reduce that extraordinary abstraction of character to the level of the
other scantily-dressed bombshells that grinned tooth-pastily
from the dressing-table. Even to an inexperienced observer that strange
indefinable something might be considered merely the veneer of supreme
sophistication. In a way, Johnny thought, it was. It was the sophistication of
death. He himself had seen it too often to be fooled. During his many long
months with the Maquis, he had seen it in the faces
of the young ladies of the F.T.P. – mingled sometimes with fear, sometimes with
delight, sometimes with despair; finally, with a total absence of any emotion
whatsoever; but it was always there and always unmistakable… It was, maybe,
ironical that he should recognise it again in the face of a German. Ironical but inevitable. It was only important now that he
was able to recognise it and that he knew what it meant; knew that it stood for
a long familiarity with battle, danger and sudden death; with hope, despair,
loyalty and treachery in all their forms; with an absolute starvation of Love.


It was a look that he, too, had in some degree, and a
look that Hilse knew as well as he. With this
sobering reflection Johnny snorted softly and rolled over on to his back. 


Hilse turned slightly at the sound, then closed her novel
gently and moved across the room towards him. She sat down on the side of the
bed. 


“How are you feeling?” 


“A trifle gummy,” said Johnny. “A
vague, squashed-by-a-steam-roller sensation. On the whole, considerably
better.” 


“Sleep longer,” she said gently, “if you wish to.” 


Johnny yawned, lowered his right foot from the bed to
the floor and sat up. 


He walked out into the bathroom, held his head for a
few moments under the cold-water tap and returned, rubbing his hair vigorously
with a towel. 


He said: “I feel more like eating than sleeping. I
propose we have lunch here and then arrange the deportation of Fräulein Weill to another – and
better – world.” 


Hilse’s quiet smile had the naïveté of a twenty-year old’s. 


“That would be nice,” she said.

















 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 



 

WHEN Johnny had finished his lunch, he made a quick
series of visits: first to d’Ambois’s office, where
he was given his favourite automatic pistol and an up-to-the-minute account of
the measures that were being taken to capture the elusive rossignol. (“Malgré son nom, m’sieu, elle n’a
pas des ailes!”) And
then to a gunsmith’s, where he tested the Mauser
carefully and supplied himself with a box of high-velocity 9-mm. ammunition.



After this, he repaired to a minor branch of the
Western Defence Organisation, emerging with a small brown suit-case and a
thoughtful expression. Whistling quietly to himself, he walked to the nearest
car-park and there dexterously stole an unassuming but reliable motor-car. 


He returned to Rostand’s,
changed from his dark-grey suit into grey flannels and a shapeless leather
windcheater, took Hilse by the left arm and led her
down to the car. He drove some way towards their objective and, finding a quiet
spot, pulled up there. He lit a cigarette. 


“All right?” 


“Quite all right,” said Hilse.



“Good. Let’s go over this thing, once and quickly. I
don’t want there to be any slip-ups. If anything goes wrong, you must go ahead
yourself. Can you use explosives?” 


“With reasonable skill. What have you got?” 


“Not quite what I wanted, but good enough.” Johnny
reached across to the back seat and pulled the little brown suit-case on to his
lap. “Plastic 808 of the usual type – that’s the H.E. Four
German elektron bombs of the demonstration type, kilo
magnesium – that’s the incendiary agent. A length of
instantaneous fuse and four feet of Bickford safety fuse. You can handle
all that?” 


She nodded. 


“Right. The elektrons in each
corner of the room, near the bed and the curtains, the plastic anywhere seems
best. Use the cortex in a ring linking all five agents. Detonate simultaneously.”



“Have you detonators?” 


“I have got them,
yes. I had a little trouble with them, though. Apparently they’re a test lot
and are considered highly unstable; they’ll need damned careful handling.” 


Hilse nodded again. “All right.” 


“Good. Here’s the layout. We go straight up to her
room and take her. When she’s out, we fix the explosive as arranged, take
whatever papers may be useful and get out. The Bickford fuse’ll
give us two minutes… We wait downstairs for the bang and mingle with the crowd
that’s bound to appear. We can’t take a chance on being seen leaving the place
prior to the explosion… Once away, we travel by Métro
back to Rostand’s as fast as we can. All clear?”


“How about the car?” 


“We leave it.” Johnny smiled slightly. “It’s not
mine.” 


“I see. That seems to be all right.” 


“It should be. About these papers.
The only ones we must get away are those that concern our future – er – program. The rest can be left to Allied Intelligence.
Can you lay your hands on all such papers directly?” 


“Perhaps not directly. But very quickly.” 


“Good. Once we have started we mustn’t waste a
second.” Johnny inhaled deeply at his cigarette and eyed, almost with horror,
the minutest of tremors pass his hand as he did so.
He looked sideways at Hilse and saw that those
pale-blue experienced eyes were also troubled. 


“Nervous?” 


“A little,” she admitted. “And you –?” 


“Me?… Yes. Yes, I am. I don’t
know. I’ve a nervous sensation of being followed.” 


“I, too, have that exact presentiment.” 


For a long moment they eyed each other in silence.
Both knew that that strange tension was not mere nerves, but a definite warning
from the sixth sense that all people in their profession develop,
a faint rising of the human hackles. 


“Nothing definite?” 


“Oh, no. You know how it is.” 


“I do, indeed. Let’s get on with it.” And as Johnny
engaged the gear –


“It’s probably just that we don’t trust each other,”
said Hilse thoughtfully.



 

Johnny said nothing further until he had parked the
car close against the curb two blocks away from their ultimate destination.
Then he said, more as a statement than as a question: “You haven’t got a gun?”


“No. I rarely use one.” 


Johnny smiled suddenly. “In that case I think perhaps
I can trust you. Kiss me for luck.” 


She slipped into his arms and kissed him, slowly and
satisfyingly. His hands caressed her body gently for a few moments, then moved
to the dashboard and turned off the ignition. 


“You were quite right,” said Johnny gently. “You
haven’t got a gun. Now let’s go,” 



 

The door was still fresh with its coating of green
paint, and opened without a sound. They moved silently up the stairs together
and paused in front of the door at the top. Hilse’s
clenched knuckles gleamed whitely in the soft light as she rapped softly on the
door. 


“Who the hell’s that?”


“It’s Mony…”


“Oh, all right. Just a moment-” 


There was a faint scuffling noise from behind the
door. Johnny’s right hand quietly pulled down the zipper of his windcheater and
slowly slipped the Mauser from its shoulder-holster. 


“I’m coming.” 


There came ten seconds of silence, then the
door-handle rattled and the door opened – perhaps four inches. As one enormous
kohl-fringed eye appeared at the aperture, Johnny threw his shoulder against
it, swung it back and tumbled the woman behind it to the floor. 


“Good evening, Odette,” said Johnny. “I think you
dropped this handkerchief.” 



 

Johnny slid the Mauser back
into its holster, and bent down beside the crumpled figure that had spread its
fluffy blonde hair over the threadbare carpet. 


“I almost wish I’d let you do it. I have singularly
few inhibitions, but smacking down women with revolver-butts is an ungentlemanly pursuit. How fortunate that I am no gentleman…
Pass me the suit-case.” 


Johnny worked fast and competently, swiftly placing
the dull nine-inch incendiary tubes in strategic positions; piling together the
808, soft and waxy, like green sticks of rock; scarfing
and grating the cortex to the safety-fuse, his hands going through the
well-known motions almost independently of his mind. 


“Where are the papers?” he said, biting with extreme
care at the end of a detonator, and tamping it to the fuse. “You may as well
start getting them out; I can handle the rest of this alone.” 


“I’ll need help to move that
long mirror; the safe’s behind it.” 


“Oh. All right. I’ll finish
this. One thing at a time.” 


He forced the detonator into the putty-like explosive,
and checked the joins of the fuse-wires. He stood up, weighing the last stick
of explosive in his hand, and finally pushed it inside his windcheater. 


“There. All set for the big bang. For the Lord’s sake
don’t drop anything heavy now; I don’t trust that detonator a blooming inch…
How does this mirror work?” 


“It slides back in the groove; needs quite a lot of
force at first. Mai could do it; I never was able to.” 


“All right. Gen-tly does it… Now that’s
a safe and a half!” 


“A masterpiece. A thirteen-letter combination;
fire-proof doors; acid-proof and blast-proof. Quite a job, the Gestapo
did, installing this.” 


Johnny eyed the massive steel door malevolently. It
was five feet high by three feet broad, made of tempered steel; but for all its
size and weight, a razor-blade could not have been inserted between door and
jamb. The line of partition was barely discernible to the eye. It was, as Hilse bad said, a masterpiece of the safemaker’s
art. 


“Yes – well, we didn’t come here to admire the work of
the Führer’s ironmongers. Can you get it open, that’s
the thing?”


“Yes, of course. Don’t be so impatient.” 


Johnny stood back and watched her as, head bent she
fingered the rollers set squatly in the solid steel;
listened to the whirling and clicking of the tumblers faIling
steadily into position.


“What’s the point
in installing a thing like that?” 


“This was the office of a branch of the Abwehr,”
she said, without ceasing her adjustment of the rollers. “Weill acquired it some time before the end of the war… The
size of the safe is not really disproportionate to the value of the papers
contained therein… As you will now have the chance to see for yourself.” She
stepped back, pushing a strand of hair away from her slightly flushed face.
“There is an electric-light switch just to the right of the door.” 


She watched him closely as he pulled open the door
with a slight effort, stepped inside the safe and thumbed the light-switch. His
movements were easy and economical, betraying neither surprise nor alarm; but
when he turned back to face her, she noticed a slight involuntary tightening of
his eye-muscles. 


“I must confess I wasn’t expecting anything of these
dimensions.” 


She stepped in after him, pushing the door slightly
farther ajar, and surveyed the bricked-in apartment with its rows of rather
dusty files, the clips full of typewritten flimsies. 


“It used to be a bathroom, I believe. The window was
bricked in and the door was – adapted.” 


“Yes. But – my word I – you’ve got some wastepaper
here. Never saw so many files in my life.” 


“Possibly not. But we didn’t come here to admire the industry of our
Führer’s typists. Reach me that filing box – the red
one marked 1942.” 


Johnny passed it to her, and looked round the room
while her fingers flicked deftly through the card-index within the file. 


“There are not many papers here of any use,” she said.
“Most of the matters with which we have to deal are top secret – and are filed
elsewhere. But this” – she reached up
and pulled a thin cardboard file from its shelf – “this we had better take. It
covers the disposal of Mayer’s diamonds up to 1948. That, really, is the main
thing we need.” 


Johnny took it and slid it without a glance, inside
the capacious front of his windcheater. 


“The only other things we don’t particularly want
anyone else to get hold of are the Burgkirchen files
and the report on the North African uranium stocks,” she said pensively. “Now,
I wonder… Reach me down the next filing-cabinet.” 


Johnny turned back to the shelves and stretched up to
the big gold-stamped red-leather box that lay at the end of the row. His
fingers touched it, hesitated, then moved slowly
upwards above his head. 


Mai Weill was leaning
awkwardly in the doorway, half-doubled up, but with a heavy .45 revolver held
tightly in her right hand. Behind him, he heard Hilse
mutter a soft and unprintable epithet and, out of the corner of his eyes, he
saw her hands, too, rising slowly to shoulder-level. 


The revolver was pointed straight towards him and the
bullet itself came as no surprise. It caught him high on the shoulder – just
below the collar-bone, tearing through the flesh and smashing the
shoulder-blade into numb splinters; but, even as the impact shook him back on
his heels a far greater force lifted him almost off his feet and sent him
sprawling backwards on the floor, with Hilse’s warm,
soft body somewhere underneath him. 


He had a brief glimpse of Mai Weill
being lifted into the air as if she were a leaf, and thrown bodily against the
filing shelves, even as the air seemed to strip itself from his lungs and his
ears were suddenly cold from the unbelievable slam of high-explosive. 


Then the great steel door crashed to, as though
slammed by a giant, and the whirring of the tumblers were as a faint tickling
upon his stupefied ear-drums.


“Blimey!” said Johnny, in English.


He got up awkwardly, holding his shattered shoulder
with his right hand, and helped Hilse to her feet. 


“What the hell was that?” 


“That bloody detonator,” said Johnny bitterly. “A natural phenomenon known as ‘a sympathetic explosion’,
originated by that young lady’s injudicious use of a heavy pistol in a confined
space. I’m afraid that that’s torn it…”


Hilse, still slightly shaking at the knees, leaned back
against the wall. “I thought you hadn’t hit her hard enough.” 


“Apparently not. I certainly didn’t hit her as hard as I would have
hit a man. A mistake –” 


“Obviously. What happens now?” 


Johnny took out a packet of cigarettes. “A few
moments’ cogitation, I think. This will call for some radical alteration in our
plans. Unless my ears deceived me, this safe is fitted with a self-locking
device.” 


“Yes – it locks on being closed.” 


“I hope it’s possible to get out again?” 


“Oh, yes. It requires a different combination from
inside, that’s all. We’d better get out at once.” 


“No.” Johnny perched himself on top of a filing-box
and raised his left wrist. It was painful – but possible. He glanced at his
wrist-watch and dropped his arm again. “No. At this moment a large crowd will
be waiting outside the building. In five minutes the flics will arrive and, acting on the principle that where one unaccountable
explosion has occurred, another is imminent, will clear the vicinity of
onlookers. There’s an even better reason, of course; namely, that the other side
of this door must bear a vague resemblance to an inferno.” 


“You think the incendiaries have gone up?” 


“That’s what’s so interesting – not being quite sure.
The fuse hadn’t been lit, of course; but an explosion like that would almost
certainly set them off anyway. The point is that we don’t make a move for –
four minutes.” 


Johnny eased himself off his improvised seat and
stopped to examine the prostrate form of Mai Weill,
flung face downwards across the floor – and devoid of movement. 


“Dead?”


“Still breathing.” Johnny’s fingers probed curiously round Mai Weill’s body. “This young lady takes a lot of killing. She
stopped the full blast of that 808 – and she’s still with us. Not for long, I
fancy.” 


“She doesn’t seem to be hurt.” 


“Yes. Oh, yes. She’s broken her neck.” Johnny looked
at the revolver lying just to the right of Weill’s
outstretched arms and bent to pick it up. Before he could touch it, the pain
came up from his shoulder and curdled his brain into agony. 


Blast! He thought: I’d better be careful. 


“Johnny, you’re hurt.
I thought she missed you! Let me have a look…”


“Bullet went through my shoulder. May
be a bit troublesome later.” 


She pulled back the collar of his jacket and then drew
her hand sharply away, staring at the warm red blood on her fingers. “That’s
not so good.” 


“It’s all right. We’ll get it fixed when we’re out of
here.” 


She took a handkerchief from his pocket, and began to
push it gently inside his shirt. “You’re losing a lot of blood.” 


“Yes. All right. We’d better
go. Have a crack at that door…”


“Poor Johnny.” Her hands slipped upwards and circled his neck. She
kissed him with a kind of desperate urgency, and Johnny – seeing the wall
opposite him suddenly blur out of focus before slipping back to normal – rested
his weight against her body as gently as he could. This, he thought, was very
pleasant. Her body was warm and comforting, and the pressure of her smooth,
firm hands on his back was reassuring… This was very pleasant indeed.. But they would have to move soon. Very
soon… Get the door open… 


Then suddenly her back arched inwards and her lips,
pressed against his own, drew back so that her teeth
clicked together – a tiny noise completely lost in the heavy masculine bark of
a pistol. He held her tight as the gun kicked again in Weill’s
hand and she gave another agonised little jerk in his arms; while his own draw
was as smooth and unhurried as the dipping swoop of a falcon. His Mauser snuffled once from under Hilse’s
armpit and Mai Weill, leaning on her elbow and
desperately trying to raise the Colt higher, dropped arm and shoulder together
and stretched herself on the floor like a rag-doll.


These things had happened with such bewildering speed
that it seemed an incredible space of time before Hilse
– taut and rigid in the crook of his right arm – went limp against him. 


Actually, it was about three seconds… Her hands
relaxed and slid nervelessly off his shoulders, and
from behind his heels came a hard, metallic tinkle. 


Johnny looked round, still bearing her entire weight
on his arm, and saw the thin, steel, double-edged knife gleaming murderously at
her feet. 


“You people,” he said, “you keep on trying.”


“It –” she said, and stopped. Then, forcing the words
from between half-numbed lips: “It didn’t come off…” 


“No. Thanks to the late Fräulein
Weill. There’s a moral in this somewhere.” Johnny
kicked the knife away and laid Hilse gently down on
the floor. He rested her head against his right knee. 


“Where did you get it?” he said softly. 


“Back… spine’s shot away. Doesn’t hurt… Funny.”


Johnny looked at the slowly-widening patches of red on
the waistband of her skirt, and lifted her chin slightly. “Comfortable
like that?”


“Thanks.” Her wide blue eyes searched his face
interrogatively. “I was going to kill you… Did you know?” 


“Uh-huh. You probably would have done, too. Bad luck.”
He turned up the sleeve of her coat and fingered the thin worn leather of the
wrist-sheath. “Cute device, that. Fortunate for me, I suppose.” 


Her eyes held more than a vestige of humour as they
stared upwards at him. “You think so?” 


“Why – yes.” 


“You wait till you try to get out of this thing. It
won’t be easy.” 


Johnny said nothing. 


“The air – won’t last very long. Not a nice death… you
may need your pistol…” 


“I may.” 


“Oh, God!” Her eyes moved from his face and switched restlessly
from side to side. “Why does it take so long? Oh, God – it’s beginning to hurt
me, Johnny… Shoot me, for God’s sake… Like you did Mai Weill…
It’s taking too long!” 


“It won’t be long,” said Johnny, almost tenderly. His
eyes turned downwards again to the moist redness spreading remorselessly
towards the floor. “Just relax, kid – take it easy. Take it nice and easy. It
won’t –” 


He stopped. Hilse’s eyes
were staring fixedly now and her mouth had slipped open, letting a thin trickle
of blood pass down her cheek. He was talking to a dead woman 



 

Johnny let her slide out of his grasp on to the floor,
and stood up – teetering back giddily on his heels. He passed his sound arm
swiftly over his forehead and shook his head angrily. This was a time for quick
and clear thinking, and never had he felt less in the mood. He realised he was
once again bursting with sweat. The tiny room was getting warm already – almost
as hot as an oven…


An oven…


Without any train of logical thought whatsoever, he
knew that the house was well and truly blazing. He put a hand against the
brickwork and drew it away quickly. Those incendiaries had done their work a
damned sight too well. 


Johnny went back to the file, moving with a kind of
half-dazed deliberation, and worked desperately through the papers. His
knowledge of German was sketchy enough to hold him up considerably,
sometimes he had to examine a sheaf of papers closely before he could grasp
their import… But the word Burgkirchen, heading a
thin wad of typescript in red lettering, was clear enough; he thrust the folio
inside his jacket, kicked over the file and then, picking up Hilse’s knife, settled down to a rapid examination of the
walls. 


They were made of brick and cement, hot to the touch
and quite impregnable to anything smaller than a pickaxe. Johnny attacked the
wall with his knife, but made no impression at all. He stood back again,
panting. 


No – the floor was coated with a thin layer of
concrete; the ceiling was tiled…


But the ceiling was far more hopeful. In the corner
nearest the great steel door and above the shelves, the tiles had been loosened
by the blast and, where they had stood Johnny could see ordinary plaster and
the brown outline of a wooden beam. 


He swung himself up on to the shelves and tested the
plaster with his knife, stabbing upwards ferociously. The white powder flaked
off on to his wrist and on to the floor… It was hopeless. At the precise moment
when he realised that he would get nowhere like that, he smelt the unmistakable
tang of smoke and swung himself down from the shelf. 


Whatever got him out of that cell would have to be
pretty drastic. He took from his pocket the thin green stick of explosive that
he had left aside, and looked at it pensively. 


Moving much more slowly now that his mind was made up,
he pushed the blade of the knife carefully through the explosive; then took out
the round cardboard box of detonators. There were three left. Without
hesitation he pushed them all into the waxy surface of the 808, one by one; and,
holding the dagger gingerly by its hilt, he clambered back on to the shelf and
began to work the needle-sharp end of the knife into the wooden beam that
crossed the white solidity of the plaster. He pushed it in as far as he could, wriggled it tentatively and took his hand away. The
explosive remained against the ceiling, pinned against the rafter, while the
snub grey heads of the detonators gleamed unpleasantly from its candle-smooth
surface. 


Johnny stepped down as softly as a cat and walked to
the other end of the cell, where he crouched down and rendered himself as like
a ball as he possible could. He slid the Mauser from
his holster once more, raised it until the sights were aligned with the macabre
green lump of high explosive and, without a second’s hesitation, squeezed the
trigger. 



 

“Mon Dieu!” said
the gendarme, recoiling. “All right. Keep well back,
please. Well away, ladies and gents.”



But the small crowd of sightseers needed no urging. He
was addressing their retreating backs. 


The gendarme looked once more through the door into
the red-hot roar of flames. “Wonder what the hell’s going on in there?” 


His companion shrugged. “Who knows?…
It’s about time those lazy scélérats of the
fire brigade got here. What are they doing – playing poker?” 


“That suggests itself as a likely enough game for
those arsonists. Communists, every one of them. It is
well-known that they light fires themselves in order to justify their weekly
wage-packets.” 


“That savours of idealism rather than of atheism.” 


“What else are Communists? This fire, here, for
example; this is no accident!” 


“Indeed?” 


“Certainly not. That silvery glow when it started – what do you think
that was? Magnesium. Depend on it,
the Communists are at the bottom of this.” 


“Well, you’d better tell the sergeant that. Here he
comes.” 


The gendarme turned again and saw the tubby but
muscular figure of the police-sergeant striding up the steps. He simpered
ingratiatingly. 


“Good evening, Sergeant.” 


“’Evening, Leclerc.” The sergeant wasted few words. “All right.
Let’s have it.” 


“Well, it’s like this, Sergeant. My attention was
attracted at eight minutes past five by the sound of a loud explosion from this
building. I was standing at the end of the street and gained the impression
that the sound came from the first floor… On arriving here it was clear that
the rooms on that floor were in flames. It looked to me as if magnesium had
been ignited.”


“Magnesium, eh? Go on…” 


“I went into the house and found that the corridor of
the first floor was already in flames, and at once went downstairs to ’phone
the fire brigade. They have not yet arrived,” said the gendarme enigmatically.
“I then endeavoured to clear the building.” 


“Anybody in that mess?” asked the sergeant, shielding
his eyes and staring into the flames. 


“The house seemed empty. But there was a young lady
outside who ran into the building immediately after the explosion.” 


“You went after her?” 


“I called after
her, but received no reply,” said the gendarme with dignity. “I wasn’t going
into that. I am a married man,
Sergeant, with three children. Ca s’explique.”


“There’s a chance she went out the back door, I
suppose. Probably the owner.” The sergeant flicked
with his finger at the card that bore the name of Mademoiselle Odette Brahms.
“It’s surprising the way –”


He stopped and he peered, down the street. 


“Ah, here are the firemen. Eight minutes. Not bad… All right. Get those people out of the way.” 


“One
side, please’” chorused
the gendarmes enthusiastically. “Come along there. Plenty of
room. Come along. Come along…” 



 

“Come along. Come along, Johnny. Oh, Johnny – come along!” 


Johnny had a vague impression of having been listening
to those words for some five minutes or so, and it was dawning on him to do
something about it. He stirred feebly, and was aware of an excruciating pain in
his left shoulder. Ah, yes. He had been shot… Of course.
And somebody was slapping his face rather hard. He would have to do something
about that. Such as opening an eye… How did one go about opening one’s eyes? He
had known how to, once… 


He worked a hand up to his face and pushed his fingers
vaguely in the direction of his eyelid. Ah. That did the trick. Yes, he could
see now. A perception of light and shadow and – yes, that was a wall over
there. He could see the outline of the bricks quite clearly… Funny, though. The
room seemed full of smoke. He knuckled his eyes again – more confidently this
time – and raised his head slightly. 


The room was full
of smoke. Crikey! 


His head seemed to be supported by something soft,
like a pillow but firmer and warmer. He squinted nervously upwards, and shut
his eyes again… Hilse. He was on Hilse’s lap. His head
was, anyway. Curious. She was supposed to be dead. She
couldn’t be, though. She was still slapping him methodically. Silly girl…


Hey. Hilse was dead. He remembered quite
distinctly. Weill had shot her. This was curious.
This would bear looking into. He opened his eyes again and stared. 


It wasn’t Hilse at all. It
was What’s-her-name… Little What’s-her-name.
How did she get here? Where was he,
anyway? He couldn’t be sure…


“Johnny. Are you all right?” 


“What a damned silly question,” said Johnny slowly and
distinctly. “Help me up.” 


“I’ve been trying to for ages, chump! Here – put your
arm round my shoulder… That’s it. Can you stand?” 


“Apparently,” said Johnny, removing his arm and
rocking muzzily to and fro. “Gosh. I’m all right. I
say, this is wonderful!” He kissed her enthusiastically, but somehow missed the
spot he was aiming at. “Can’t remember your name, but I know you, don’t I?
Rather. Well, how are you?” 


“Johnny, sober up, for the Lord’s sake. We’ve got to
get out of here. The place is on fire. You understand?” 


Johnny nodded owlishly. Yvonne? No. Arlette?
Surely not… “How?” 


She pointed upwards. “Through that hole you made. Can
you do it?”


“Do what?” 


She smacked her hands together in despair. 


“Get through that hole. Come on. Put your foot on that
shelf there. That’s it. Now put your weight on my shoulder…”


Through the hole. Yes, it looked possible. It looked easy… Andrée, Marie-Andrée. That was it… 


“Marie-Andrée,” he said
aloud.


“Yes?” she said, looking up.


“Nothing. That’s your name.” 


“That’s right. Now – see that rafter? Reach it. Get
hold of it. Now try and – Oh, well done!” 


Johnny had by now got the idea. He was to go through
the hole. All right. Nothing to it.



Guarding his left shoulder through some unconscious
self-suggestion, he jumped, and went through the hole in the roof with the
smooth easiness of a performing sea-lion. 


As his head went up and through, the heat struck him
in the face as though hurled towards him. 


By God – the room was blazing. The flames were hurting
his eyes, and were blistering the skin of his face and hands. And, in some way, completely clearing his befuddled brain. 


“All right. Come on up. Take my hand.” 


Marie-Andrée came up
somehow, choking and coughing in the thick smoke. A sliver from the twisted,
torn rafters cut a gash in her leg as she wriggled upwards, but she did not
even notice it. 


“Good! Keep low… Which way do we go?”


“I came in through the door.” 


“Stay here.” 


Johnny travelled across the carpet on his knees to the
door, lay flat and reached up to turn the handle. 


The blast of flame that came through the door removed
his eyebrows in a second and cast smouldering sparks all over him. He rolled
over and wriggled back.


“Window.” 


Marie-Andrée nodded and made
a dash for it. She wrestled with the catch for a few seconds and then threw it
open. For a time they did nothing but hang on the window-sill, and inhale great
gulps of cool evening air into their smoke-clogged lungs. 


“Thank God! There’s a fire-escape…” 


Johnny looked downwards into the mass of yellow flames
into which the wooden fire-escape plunged. 


“Miracle it hasn’t gone up yet. As it hasn’t, we may
be able to get away over the roofs.”


They clambered up on to the spiral steps, Johnny
knocking glowing sparks from his windcheater and flannels as he did so, and
rattled upwards towards the roof. 


From the crowd gathered below there came a sudden
deep-throated buzz of interest; someone shouted up to them, but his voice was
drowned in the hot roar of the flames beneath. 


The effort of climbing the stairs forced the pure air
into their lungs, and they both started to cough. The back of Johnny’s throat
felt hot and raw, and his head was once more beginning to swim. The last few
steps to the roof were pure undiluted agony… He stopped at the top and leant on
the parapet, closing his eyes. He felt Marie-Andrée’s
arm go round him again. 


“How are you feeling?” 


His head was clear and still, but the rest of his body
seemed to be swinging to and fro, as if in a high wind, suspended from his neck
and, as it were, hanging from it. He opened his eyes again and saw the thin
trails of cobwebs that criss-crossed the pale evening sky, blurring slightly
whenever he tried to focus his eyes on them, but otherwise terribly clear. 


“Not too good.”


“We can get away across the roofs quite easily, I
think. Or if you’d rather, we can wait here for the firemen. They’ll have
ladders.” 


“What the hell?” said Johnny.
“I came in on my two feet and I’ll go out the same way. Here.” He fumbled
inside his jacket. “Take these papers.” 


“Yes. All right.” 


“In case I should
happen to pass out on the way. You keep them for me. Don’t give them to anyone – not even George Washington’s ghost. Not to anyone except me. I risked
my ruddy neck for those, and I’m not going to – not –” 


“All right, darling. All right. I’ll look after
them. Don’t talk. Come with me. I’ve got the car down there. Just hang on till
you’re in there.” 


“Yes,” said Johnny foolishly. He started to do one of
the hardest things he had ever done in his life. He started to walk. 


He had to concentrate on it to the exclusion of
everything else. One foot had to go forward in front of the other before he put
his weight on it. Sometimes he put his weight forward too soon and stumbled
badly… Another thing, each foot had to be moved alternately. That was very
important. Once or twice he forgot which foot should be moved – moved the wrong
one and tripped. It was all extremely difficult. 


Occasionally things happened nearby, but outside the
orbit of his concentration. Once he was able to lean against a wall for a few
seconds while Marie-Andrée put her foot through a
pane of glass. 


Then – much later – he was walking over a carpet. This
was much harder than walking across the roof because the pattern distracted his
attention. It was important, he knew, that his feet
should be placed in the little red diagonal squares, not in the grey ones. That
was tricky. It was the way in which they changed colour that made it so hard.
It was not really fair… 


There were doors that came slowly towards him and –
then opened mysteriously. There were stairs…


The stairs were a sort of living nightmare. They did
everything – folded up, elongated themselves, twisted, turned, went up and
down, moved at express speed and then stopped dead. 


But he went down them all the same; sometimes slowly,
sometimes exhilaratingly fast. At one point they suddenly spun round him and
took him by surprise. He fell hundreds of feet down them before Marie-Andrée could stop him. 


He seemed to have hurt his shoulder. Marie-Andrée seemed to be crying softly to herself, too. That was
strange… 


But after those stairs, the pavement was laughably
easy. 


He found that he could fairly stride along it. People
seemed to be helping him, too – nice, kind people. He was going to get to that
car easily. It was simple, this walking…


He got to the car. Someone opened the door and, after
a struggle, he found himself standing inside. One of the strangest cars he had
ever been in. It wasn’t a car at all; it was a sort of dark tunnel, with a
little pin-point of light at the end. 


Perspiring, Johnny stood up again and went on walking,
walking – walking…

















 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 



 

THE doctor sat down unprofessionally on the bed and
fiddled with the thermometer. 


“Well,” he said morosely, “we’re coming along nicely.”



“We are?” 


The doctor nodded and inserted the thermometer into
its slim leather case. 


“You mean I’m all right?” 


“My dear chap” – the doctor patted his leg
affectionately – “you’re as fit as a fiddle. Apart, that is, from one or two
minor details such as that bullet-wound, gassing, burns, a torn cartilage,
asphyxia, concussion and shock. The insanity, of course, I presume to be congenital.
Anyway – you should be up and about in less than six weeks.” 


Johnny grinned. “You’d be surprised,” he said, “if I
told you how much less –” 


“Maybe. But that’s going to depend on your condition and not on your own private opinions. So much for that. But you’ll be pleased to learn I’m
allowing you some visitors today.” 


“Delighted,” said Johnny courteously.


“Had a lot of people
asking after you.
You must be popular. God knows why. Anyway, your boss is here.” 


“Holliday?” 


“That’s him. I’m allowing him a quarter of an hour
with you. No more. Now listen. You’ve probably got a lot of talking to do. All right. But take it easy. If your throat gets sore, take
a sip from that glass. Don’t get excited.” 


“Okay.” 


“Yes; well, don’t. If you’re okay after Holliday’s
through with you, you can have a quarter of an hour with your little French
girl-friend. You won’t do much talking with her,
I imagine. But no excitement.
A positive dearth of passion for the next six weeks; all
right? I’m no spoilsport, but that hole in you won’t put up with any of
your manly embraces.” 


Johnny sighed. “You make the situation clear, all
right.”


“Fair enough. Well – I’ll send the boss in right away. You lucky
people,” said the doctor. He stood up, nodded to the nurse and they went out of
the ward together. 


The nurse returned almost at once, ushering before her
an overcoated Peter Holliday. The general effect was
that of a ruthlessly competent Pekinese escorting a large but sheepish
bloodhound. Holliday waved to Johnny, peeled off his overcoat and placed on the
table a large carton of five hundred Players, which the nurse, hovering,
promptly confiscated. 


“Well, Johnny. It’s good to see you all in one piece.”


“Yeah – isn’t it?”


“It’s more than good, it’s absolutely wonderful. I
hear from various sources that you did the trick, too.” 


“I got a habit.” 


“Yes, you have rather. The reports are all rather
piecemeal, though. I’d like to know exactly what’s been going on here.” 


“So would I.” Johnny stretched himself. “It’s all kind
of complicated. Guess I don’t follow it myself.” 


“Well – start at the beginning. Here” – Holliday
glanced anxiously round the room and whipped out a cigarette-case – “have a
gasper.”


Johnny took one, accepted a light and flourished it in
the air. “All right. You asked for it.” 


“One of these days,” said Holliday patiently, “I may
get it.” 


“Yeah – but you tell me something first. Did you get
the records all right? From –?” 


“From that safe affair? Yes. The vast majority. It’s
rather a pity you let the fire in when you blew out the ceiling; but most of
the papers weren’t even charred. The boys are working on them now – a damned
good haul, that was, Johnny. Now, come on, I’m all agog.” 


“Okay. Well, the story goes like this. At the
beginning it seemed that only two people were likely to recognise this rossignol bird – a chap called Gervais and a chap called Darreaux,
and of the two only Gervais was in Paris. He seemed
to be the obvious fellow to contact; and he was wanted on a charge of
collaboration with the Nazis. He’d vanished from the scene and I had to find
him. 


“On my arrival in Paris, then, I booked in at Rostand’s under the name of Darreaux.
First, ’cos I thought it might be easier to find Gervais if I was an old pal of his; secondly, I thought it
on the cards that le rossignol
wouldn’t like having an old pal of hers
on the scene and might try to bung me off. 


“Well, the latter plan didn’t work out at all an’ we
may as well skip it. They found out who I really was too soon. But I found Gervais all right, hidin’ out
with a girl called Duveyrier. An’ he swore he’d been
framed, that he hadn’t collaborated at all. He struck me as tellin’
the truth, too; he didn’t look the collaborator type. What he couldn’t
understand was why he was bein’ framed; an’ that was somethin’
I could tell him. 


“Le rossignol, y’see, was working
in Defence H.Q. in the Place de l’Etoile. She was the cause of all those leakages
that had you worried. An’ Gervais owned a restaurant
right opposite where she worked. It was too much of a risk an’ he had to be put
out of the way. I worked out some of this an’ guessed the rest, an’ decided the
first step was to get Gervais in the clear. 


“We burgled the flat of the feller who had the letter,
found it an’ I took it along to Defence H.Q. That’s when le rossignol learnt I wasn’t Darreaux, but Fedora. She didn’t like the look of things
an’ arranged for my immediate demise, but that didn’t go right somehow an’ I
got the demiser instead.


“By now, y’see, they knew
I’d found Gervais: (a) because I’d got the letter and (b) because Gervais took a photograph of
me from Pinot’s flat. I, on the other hand, knew Pinot was a German agent and
that le rossignol
was almost certainly working in Defence H.Q. As it happened, I’d met her,
an’ hadn’t recognised her.” 


Johnny wiped his forehead and drank a little of the
liquid that stood beside his pillow. It tasted awful. 


“Well – Oh, yes… That’s where I had a spot of luck. Laddie I’d shot had green paint on his shoes. I cast around
for a door with green paint an’, by a fluke, hit the right one. Didn’t help me as much as I thought. Flat was owned by a
prostitute he’d been in the habit of consorting with. Miss Mai Weill. Not a bad idea, y’know.
Nobody asks questions about that kind of girl; all kinds of men can go to her. Some German I-men, some not. 


“She had me pretty adequately fooled for a bit. Until later that night, when I had time to think things over.
Then I got things worked out. It seemed pretty plain to me then that she was
the girl for me. Firstly, the little man I’d shot had a paper-clip in his
pocket. That I made to mean that he’d had written instructions but had either
handed them over or had burnt them. Secondly, I wasn’t in the H.Q. for more
than half an hour; in that time le rossignol had telephoned the news and it had been
relayed to the little man. He’d have gone round to wait for me at once, without
first satisfying his carnal desires in a red-light district. Both those things
pointed clearly to this girl. Finally, she was the only person who could have
picked up my trail between my shooting that little guy and my visiting Gervais and Marie-Andrée. 


“Because that’s what must have happened. When I left
she followed me to this flat where Gervais was hiding
out and then did some quick telephoning. First she sent three of her boys round
to get me and, as an afterthought, one of the trigger-happy boys in Gervais’s mob. First thing you know, there’s
a lot of guns going off an’ then we’re carted off by some hot members of
German Intelligence. Gervais gets taken to meet the
boss an’, by the greatest stroke of luck in his short an’ happy life, the
police pick him up. Bet no one’s ever been so glad to be shoved in the clink
before. 


“The boys left behind make a feeble effort to gas us
but give it up too early, so that, by a process of elimination, the Third Reich
has two less fanatics at its beck and call. Makin’ a
total of five, an’ leavin’ only the two ladies to be
dealt with. 


“After a health-givin’
sleep, then” – Johnny yawned reminiscently – “I went back to Weill’s flat intendin’ to create
hell and slaughter. I found both the little birds were there, arranging to blow
the place up, to destroy the records again, I suppose… Things got a bit
confused. Weill took a pot at me an’ hit le rossignol good
and hard. Then I got Weill just as she managed to
send the place up. I worked my way out somehow an’ woke up in here. Don’t remember
much more about the last bit, to be honest.” 


“No? Not surprising. You seem to have found your way
to your girl-friend’s flat and passed out there.”


“You don’t say. Funny. I
don’t remember a thing about that,” said Johnny truthfully. 


“Um,” said Holliday. He smoked in silence for a short
while. “That’s what the girl herself says. But the policeman down below swears
there were two of you climbing about on the roof.”


Johnny took another drink of his medicine. It still
tasted like glue, but he took several sips.


“Could be an optical illusion, I suppose,” said
Holliday. “Lot of smoke about. You were pretty badly
concussed, lad… You didn’t take any papers with you, by any chance? For some reason?” 


“Papers? Did you find any on me?” 


“No. No, we didn’t. There just seem to be a couple of
files missing. There’s quite a few burnt, but these are actually missing.” 


“There was a lot of paper on the floor of that room.
To burn easier, I suppose. I didn’t have a chance to look at any of it.” 


“Ah. Now that would account for it.”


“Anything important?” 


“That’s just it. We don’t know.” said Holliday,
thoughtfully. “Quick – put your fag out. Here comes that nurse.” 


“Gosh!” said Johnny. “Here – you take it. She’ll smell
the smoke.” 


Holliday took it and smiled. “Quick-thinking
as ever. Well, I hope you’ll soon be back with us, that’s
all.” 


Johnny said: “I’m retirin’,
Peter.”


“Retiring?” 


“Yeah. I’m gettin’ old. Time I settled
down.” 


“Good heavens. You surprise me. I thought – well,
we’ll talk about it later. I see my time’s up.” 


“Both our times are.”



 

“Hullo, my sweet. How are you feeling?” 


“Fine, thanks. I am not allowed to hug you, however. Doctor’s orders.” 


“Never mind. A gentle-kiss. You think
that may be permitted?… Aha! I have brought you some cigarettes, also some fruit. You like
oranges?” 


“To hell with the oranges. Sit down,” said Johnny, patting the side of the bed,
“and let’s hear about it.” 


“About what?” 


“About Miss Weill’s flat and
what you were doing there, anyway.” 


“Oh, that. Well, there’s nothing very much to it. I
saw you lunching at Rostand’s with the attractive
young lady and, of course, I was madly jealous.”



“Of course.”


“So when you went out together that afternoon, I
followed you in my car. That’s all.” 


“So it was you,” said Johnny thoughtfully. “We
wondered who it was.” 


“You saw me?” 


“No. We got a sort of impression… Anyway, skip it. You
told Holliday a good story, too. Whether he believes it or not is another
matter. But you’re a good girl, all the same.” 


“Oh, yes. Beautiful and intelligent,
too. I’m going to be very useful to you, darling.” 


“What, again?” 


“Uh-huh. I can speak German. You don’t, very well.”


“That’s interesting. But I don’t really see the value
of such an accomplishment to me.” 


“Ah. That’s because you don’t know where those Mayer
diamonds are. They’re in Austria.” 


“Austria?” 


“Or maybe in Switzerland. It’s not quite clear. We’ll find out all right as
soon as we get there.” 


“Hey,” said Johnny. “W-w-wait a minute! You’re not proposing –?” 


“No, darling. That part of it is up to you, or should be.”


“Oh, shut up. You’re not suggesting that you’re going
to –?” 


“But, of course. Why not? I should be quite as much
use to you as that Hilse woman. I can’t shoot very
well, it’s true, but she didn’t get very far with that, did she? Besides, that’s what you’re supposed to be good at.”



“Oh, no. Nothing doing. I don’t want you.” Johnny sulked. 


“You prefer to love ’em and
leave ’em, eh? Well, you’re not leaving me, chéri. You won’t get anywhere without me.
I’ve got the necessary documents.” 


“Why, you little
double-crosser!
What happens if I refuse? You hand them over to Holliday, I suppose-” 


“Oh, no. I shall go myself.” 


Johnny laughed hollowly. “Forgive me. But you haven’t
a lot of experience in this sort of thing, have you?” 


“I’ve learnt quite a lot this
last few days. I’ll pick it up. We jeunes filles biens élevées
are an adaptable crowd.” 


“Oh, dear. But you – Oh, dear.” 


“We may take the matter, then, as settled. We will now
practice our German.” 


“Ich kann Sie nicht
verstehen,”
said Johnny crossly. “Liebling.”



 

“He’s up to something,” said Holliday darkly. “I know
him of old. What it is I don’t know – but he’s up to something, all right.” 


The V.I.P. sitting opposite Holliday crossed his legs
and carefully tapped ash into an obsequiously adjacent tray. “Nothing – er – troublesome, I hope?”


“I hope not, too. He certainly won’t work on the other
side – he’s the last man to do that. But
he could be a deucedly irritating neutral. He always was a bit of the Lone
Wolf.” 


“He’s one of the best we have.”


“In his own line, I quite
agree.” 


There was a short silence. Then the V.I.P. uncrossed
his legs, meticulously adjusted his trouser-cuffs, saying, “How are you so sure
something’s in the offing? People do retire
normally, y’know, and take up market-gardening in
Chipping Sodbury. It’s been known to happen, anyway.”



“There’s a lot more to his story than meets the eye,
especially with regard to the goings-on at Weill’s
flat. Whatever it is, the girl’s in it somewhere.” 


“Girl? Woman called Kane, wasn’t it?” 


“Oh, no. Davida Kane, you mean. Definitely a back number. She became Davida
Dewes several months ago, and Johnny danced at the
wedding. Most improper, but the sort of thing he would do… No, this is a French
bit he’s taken up with. Name of Marie-Andrée
Duveyrier. A nice kid, but rather given to
trifling with the truth.” 


“Oh, yes? In what way?” 


“Well, she swears Johnny found his own way to the flat
after the combustion. Johnny agrees with that, but the doctor tells me that
after the big bang he wouldn’t know if he was on his head or his heels… On the
other hand, spectators swear there were two
people dodging about on the roof. And one of the broken rafters there had a
bit of silk stocking stuck to it; escaped burning by some miracle. I noticed
the young lady had cut her leg pretty recently.” 


“Funny,” said the V.I.P. tonelessly. 


“Uproarious… Well, I’ve got my own ideas. But I won’t
air them in case I’m quite, quite wrong.” 


The V.I.P. stood up and took from the desk his trilby
hat, a pair of lemon-coloured gloves and an umbrella. “All right, Peter; I’ll
leave it to you. Keep an eye on him and let me know what happens. If he pops
off anywhere, put a couple of good men on to him. No rough stuff, of course;
just to let us know what’s afoot, apart from twelve inches.” 


“Right. I’ll do that.” 


“And give him a pat on the back. If that’s his last
job for us, it was still a good one. The Hamper specifications are going
through next week.” 


“Good,” said Holliday. “The way things are going out
Joe’s way, we’re going to need those jets.”



 

“You’ve done a wonderful job here,” said the editor. 


His eyes wandered benignly down the long galley-proofs
on the desk before him. “One of the best stories we’ve had in years. Only hope
they’ll let us print it.” 


“I don’t see why not,” said Marie-Andrée.



“No; nor do I, to be frank. How is Monsieur Fedora, by the way?” 


Marie-Andrée dimpled. “He
seemed fine when I left him just now.”


“Good – very good. Captain Gervais is fully
recovered, of course. I managed to snap up the sole rights of his story, on your recommendation. If we
serialise it, we should increase our sales enormously over a considerable period.
Oh, I’m delighted with your work, m’selle – quite
delighted.” 


“I’m so glad. It’s rather out of my usual line. I was
hoping I’d covered the angles correctly.” 


“Yes – there’s another thing. Never mind the angles,
young lady; what have you been covering your curves with?” 


“I beg your pardon?”


“This photograph here. That sports-jacket affair you’re wearing – now that’s
caused a minor sensation. The Fashion Department’s been
swamped with questions about it; caused a regular furore. Who designed
the outfit?” 


“I suppose I did.” 


“You did?
Remarkable! Why, the fashion houses will be on to it like a shot. You’ll make a
fortune, quite apart from the bonus – the handsome bonus – which the Board of
Directors considered you should receive.” 


“But how wonderful. It’s extremely kind of you.” 


“Not at all,” said the editor. “By
no means. And now, what have you in mind? After your arduous
experiences, I expect you’d like a short holiday.”


“Oh, that won’t be necessary. I’m retiring.”


“Retiring?” 


“Yes,” said Marie-Andrée.
“I’m getting old. Time I settled down.” 


“Good heavens… You surprise me. I thought –”



 

Johnny, sound asleep in the hospital, was awakened by
the nurse. “Time,” she explained, “to take your temperature.” 


“Oh, yes,” said Johnny, accepting the thermometer
obediently. 


The nurse took his wrist firmly between her fingers
and measured his pulse, deducting ten beats to allow for her personality.
Satisfied, she replaced it and eyed her patient severely. 


“There was a telephone message for you,” she said. “Came in a few minutes ago.” 


“Gurgle –?” 


“Yes. From a Mademoiselle Duveyrier.” The nurse whipped away the thermometer,
examined it and flourished it through the air triumphantly. 


“Yes, what did it say?” 


“Oh, you’re perfectly normal. No need to worry.”


“Oh, no; I meant the message.” 


“Oh, that,” said the nurse, with distaste. “She just
said: ‘Darling, we’re rich.’ That’s all.” 


Johnny snuggled down into the sheets again.


“Dummkopf,” he said contentedly. 
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