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  A Note on the Author


  Chapter 1


  John Cadman opened the front door of 27 Olive Drive and took his tiredness and his bag of tools into the darkness of an early winter morning with no moon and no street lights.


  It was two-thirty by the luminous hands of his watch and the streets were empty save for patches of cold mist which coiled the glow from his hand torch into an opaque rope of luminosity that unwound itself as he moved. His black case containing drugs and a G.P.’s normal portable equipment — or his bag of tools, as he preferred to think of it with a touch of inverted snobbery — felt heavier than usual and emphasized an ache in his shoulders that he had been trying to ignore for the past hour.


  His left foot stumbled on an uneven flagstone halfway along the pavement to his parked car, and he almost dropped his bag.


  ‘Damn those striking power workers,’ he growled aloud as he recovered his balance.


  He reached his car, tossed his bag on the rear seat, and climbed behind the wheel. He tried consciously to relax and to ease the ache in his shoulders. The latest Boon had come into the world fighting every inch of the way, as though thoroughly distrustful of what an ordained arrival would have to offer.


  John Cadman lit a cigarette and for some moments sat smoking and glancing sideways at the irregular line of light showing between the curtains of the room he had just left. Peggy Boon had had a tricky and painful time giving birth to her first child, a lusty eight and a quarter pounds of kicking and squealing male.


  He squeezed his eyes half shut, seeing again the sweat beading the stringy tangles of her blonde hair and the wetness of her labouring flesh. At first he thought he had a breach birth on his hands and only an oil lamp to work by, but he had been spared that.


  He thought, ‘Thank God for Thea,’ who was Dorothea Brimmer, S.R.N., with whom he had worked for years on confinements when his patients insisted on having them at home because that was what their mothers advised. Brimmer, he knew, could cope. Not only with Peggy Boon and her new son, but also with the fresh arrival’s father, a long-haired intellectual type with a leftwing perspective who had been christened Julian and whom he suspected of being lacking in what he thought of, in his dated fashion, as manliness.


  Julian Boon had certainly seemed more concerned about the name he should bestow on his son of thirty minutes than he had been about the health of his drained wife of five years.


  The doctor smiled cynically in the darkness of the car’s interior and glanced away from the thin light between the curtains.


  ‘Good luck, Thea,’ he muttered around his cigarette, knowing very well that, without the deterrent of his presence, Brimmer could not only look like a battleaxe, but behave like one. If that damned fool of a husband didn’t do as she told him she’d chop him into small pieces out of the hearing of his wife. The middle-aged and greying State Registered nurse and midwife had less than no use for hovering husbands during and after confinements. In her lowland Scot’s Presbyterian way, she tended to look on them as a necessary evil the Creator had inflicted on women in a less-inspired moment.


  He threw the glowing butt of his cigarette into the road and switched on the car’s engine. He drove slowly through the unlit streets and their patches of mist that condensed on the windscreen and caused him to turn on the wipers.


  ‘Bloody power shirkers,’ he growled.


  As though to mock him, at that moment the street lights came on as someone in a local power station threw a few switches. The effect was to illuminate the mist more than the surface of the road. He continued to drive slowly in the wake of his headlights’ beam, left into Barling Crescent, and right at the far end into Croft Avenue, where the street light on the corner was out. Twenty yards down the road light from an open front door poured into a front garden, touching a stone path bordered with shrubs and reaching a white-painted gate. As Cadman drew level with this glare of light he braked. He sat watching the open door and the light pouring from the hall. Someone might have gone to bed leaving the hall light switched on, but no one would go to bed while the front door was wide open. He had Croft Avenue to himself. Probably because of the mist and the strike. The radio had advised motorists not to go out unless their journey was essential. The mist would be slow to clear the next day, according to the weather forecaster.


  The longer he sat staring at the light coming through the open front door the more uneasy he felt, though he couldn’t tell why. He told himself he should drive home and get to bed, but couldn’t evade the problem posed by that open door. It was like being offered an unexplained challenge. If he drove on he’d be thinking about that door, and if there was someone in the house who needed help and he found out later he wouldn’t like the person staring back from his shaving mirror.


  Grumbling, because that was the only form of compensation he could provide, he switched off his car’s engine and the main beam of his headlights and climbed out on to the pavement. The white gate squeaked when he opened it, and he winced. He hated squeaking gates. He had to open too many.


  He walked up the path and climbed the steps to the open front door. Beyond was a square hall with tendrils of mist swirling under the central ceiling lamp.


  ‘Anyone at home?’ he called, wondering what thanks his curiosity would earn if he awoke a sleeping house-holder. He was on the point of closing the door and returning to his car when he saw that light was coming from an open door at the top of the staircase.


  So another light switch was turned on and a second door was open.


  This seemed distinctly odd. It was as though someone had left that room in a hurry and come down the stairs and out of the house without bothering to shut the front door. But who in his right mind would leave a house in that way in the middle of the night?


  Someone in a panic?


  But panic about what?


  John Cadman was a man with a rational mind, as he liked to think of himself. He liked answers to questions just as he preferred salt in his soup to suit his own taste. He stood on the top step frowning because there was too much about the tableau presented to his gaze that left him feeling more uneasy than he had been while seated in the car.


  ‘Damn,’ he muttered.


  He entered the house, leaving the front door open, crossed the hall, and stared up the carpeted stairs. Halfway up the stairs he called, ‘Hallo there. Anyone about?’


  No one replied.


  He reached the top of the stairs and turned to the room from which light shone from an open door. He took five paces and brought up short just outside the room. He could see inside and what held his troubled gaze was the sight of the clothed figure lying on its side at the foot of a bed. The figure was that of a man dressed in a brown suit. He had brown casuals on his feet. The light shone on the leather, which, Cadman noticed almost absent-mindedly, had been polished. But what held his attention was the handle of the knife that had been plunged into the man’s back between the shoulder-blades.


  One thing was very certain. The man on the floor had not stabbed himself in the back.


  Whoever had thrust the knife into the man’s back had rushed away in a panic afterwards — or so it seemed.


  With that much registered in his mind, John Cadman stepped into the room, careful to avoid the pool of blood beside the still figure. He stooped and made sure the man was dead, then walked backwards to the door, careful to touch nothing. He went down the stairs and crossed the hall to the telephone table. On the point of picking up the instrument he paused and removed his handkerchief from a pocket. He wrapped it around the handset, and using one corner to cover the tip of his right forefinger he dialled 999.


  ‘Police,’ he told the operator who inquired which service he required.
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  First a panda car arrived and two constables in uniform with peaked caps came in and asked him questions to which he had no acceptable answers. One of them went down to the police car and radio-telephoned his station. He came back, nodded to his colleague and said to Cadman, ‘You’ll have to wait till Superintendent Drury arrives.’


  The tired doctor reacted. ‘Look here,’ he said, ‘I’ve been out on a case and I’ve had enough for one night. I’ve told you what I know. I can’t tell you anything else, and I’d like to go home. This Superintendent Drury can ring me when he arrives.’


  The constable who had gone out to the car said, ‘I’m sorry, sir, but I was told to ask you to remain here.’


  ‘Well, how about letting me phone my wife?’


  ‘She knows you’re out on a case, sir?’


  ‘Of course.’


  ‘Then perhaps it would be as well to wait till the Superintendent arrives before waking her up. She won’t be expecting you, will she?’


  Cadman swore silently. He cursed himself for meddling in something without being asked.


  ‘How long will the Superintendent be in getting here?’ he asked.


  ‘I can’t say, sir. He’s being contacted at home.’


  ‘At home!’


  ‘Yes, sir, this is his division. He won’t be long. I suggest you wait in this room until he gets here.’


  The constable pointed to a room opening from the hall, where his colleague had drawn the curtains and turned on the light after making sure there was no one else in the house. The front door had been closed.


  ‘Very well,’ grunted the doctor.


  He walked into the room and sat down and lit a cigarette. He was smoking his third, watched most of the time by a young constable with dark auburn hair and freckles who tried to act as though he had no interest in the man who had reported the murder, and was staring at his watch, reckoning that he had been an hour and twenty minutes in the damned house, when he heard a car draw up outside.


  Two men came up the front path and the steps. He heard them speaking. The doorbell rang and was opened by the constable who had been wandering about the house. The voices grew more distinct before being lowered. A couple more minutes passed and then the door of the room opened and the constable seated opposite the doctor rose to his feet.


  In the doorway appeared a thickset man with a beady bright gaze. Nothing about him suggested he had been roused from his bed by a phone call made less than an hour before. Behind him was another man, just as thickset but taller.


  ‘It’s upstairs, Bill. Take a look.’


  Inspector Bill Hazard threw a fast look at the man seated with a filter-tipped cigarette in his mouth and left Superintendent Frank Drury to continue towards the seated doctor. Drury nodded to the constable, who followed Hazard out of the room.


  As the door clicked shut he advanced towards the doctor, smiling and extending his hand.


  ‘Nice of you to wait, Dr Cadman.’


  The doctor rubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray he had been using, rose, and grinned.


  ‘I didn’t have much choice.’


  ‘I know the feeling. I was in bed when the phone rang.’ Drury waved the other man back into his chair and drew up another, seated himself, and felt for his own cigarettes. ‘I won’t keep you long. But you’re a doctor, so you can help me if you would.’


  Cadman accepted a proffered cigarette and a light, and said, ‘I just made sure he was dead. I didn’t touch anything or make any examination.’


  ‘Good,’ Drury nodded. ‘You don’t know him?’


  ‘To the best of my knowledge I’ve never set eyes on him before I found him up there with a knife in his back.’


  ‘Just tell me how you came to find him, Doctor.’


  Cadman repeated his story. It didn’t take more than a couple of minutes. Drury sat as though digesting what he had been told before he asked, ‘Do you know what time the street lights came on?’


  ‘About five minutes after I left Olive Drive, where I’d delivered a baby. Must have been about five and twenty to three.’


  ‘And you got here when?’


  ‘Two or three minutes after that. Not more, I’d say.’


  ‘You’ve no idea how long he’d been lying there — dead?’


  ‘Only a rough idea, from the condition of the blood that had pooled and the warmth of the body. As I said, I made no examination. I mean — ’


  ‘I know what you mean, Doctor,’ Drury nodded thoughtfully. ‘How long?’


  ‘Probably less than half an hour.’


  Drury nodded. ‘How much less?’


  ‘Difficult to say, and I’ve been here over an hour,’ Cadman reminded the detective.


  ‘Could it have been just a few minutes?’


  ‘How few?’ the doctor asked cagily.


  ‘Two or three.’


  They looked at each other. What the detective was thinking became apparent to the man watching him. John Cadman cleared his throat before saying, ‘I sat outside for a few minutes debating whether to poke my nose inside.’


  ‘Glad you did.’


  ‘But it could have been only five minutes since he’d been struck down.’


  Drury removed a tobacco shred from his lip, frowned at it. ‘That would make it about the time the street lights came on. Would you agree?’


  ‘I can only agree that it’s possible. As I said, I made no examination.’


  Drury rose. ‘Well, let’s repair the omission, Doctor, if that’s all right with you.’


  Cadman prised himself up from his chair, and said with a look of inquiry, ‘You’re not bringing a police surgeon?’


  ‘Later, Doctor. Just now you’re here, a doctor, and also the man who found him. I feel I shouldn’t waste a unique opportunity.’


  The two men stared at each other. The detective was smiling, but the doctor felt a stab of something he could only describe as fear. Could it be that Drury suspected him of being the killer and acting clever? It was a discouraging and depressing thought, and he found himself suspicious of the Superintendent’s smile of encouragement.


  ‘I haven’t had any experience of police work. I felt you should know,’ he added lamely.


  ‘Most doctors haven’t,’ Drury nodded. ‘But you’re a local man and, as I said, you’re here. You could be very helpful, Dr Cadman, if you would.’


  Put like that the other felt he was unable to offer further objection.


  ‘Of course,’ he agreed. ‘Whatever I can do. I’d better get my bag of tools from the car. That’s what I call them,’ he explained when Drury looked surprised.


  ‘Yes, get your tools, Doctor, by all means.’


  John Cadman reached the door before turning to say, ‘If this is going to take some time I think I’d better phone my wife. I wanted to earlier, but one of the constables suggested it might be better to wait until you arrived, Superintendent.’


  ‘He was being careful, that’s all,’ Drury admitted. ‘But this isn’t going to take long. No need to wake your wife — that is, unless you wish to.’


  Cadman frowned, still not easy in his mind at the way the detective was handling him.


  ‘No reason. I just thought — ’ He broke off. ‘No matter. I’ll get my kit.’


  ‘I’ll be upstairs. Join me when you come in.’


  It was as he walked out of the house to reach his car that John Cadman recalled those past occasions when he had imagined himself caught up in a murder drama, a person of perception and unusual reasoning power, with unplumbed reserves of physical and mental strength, who was able to put the police right when they went wrong. Such thoughts had always been purest fantasy, but now he was involved in a murder case. The dream, the mental game of pretence, had become reality, and all he wished was to be back in his car an hour and a half earlier and driving past that open front door with the light blazing into the garden.


  He was halfway along the garden path to the white-painted gate when he saw her. She was not much more than a shadow etched with light at the edges as she darted from one dark bush to the next. Her shoes made no sound on the lawn.


  One moment she was moving, the next she was not there, but in that moment he had seen her face and read the fear in her eyes.


  He didn’t turn his head. He kept walking as though he had seen nothing, but he had trouble with his breathing, and he tried to convince himself it had been a trick of the poor light, but he knew otherwise. She was there among the bushes. He had only to call to her and she would be discovered, but he knew he couldn’t do that.


  He reached the gate and went to his car, picked up his black bag and returned to the house without looking to right or left, though this time he did see the black letters on the top rail of the gate. They spelled out the name ‘Holly Lawn’. Probably the dark shrubs were holly bushes.


  He walked upstairs, watched by one of the constables, and entered the room where Drury and his assistant were turning out the dead man’s pockets. Someone had removed the knife from the man’s back, and the doctor noticed that the man had a fair moustache. He looked round the room, seeing it clearly for the first time.


  It was a first-floor room overlooking the rear garden. The paintwork was fresh and the curtains clean. There were two divan beds, both covered with candlewick bedspreads of identical design. A padded chair was under the window next to a table with a reading lamp that had not been turned on. There was a hard-backed chair beyond the table with a paperback novel on it. The room had walnut wardrobes, matching in design, besides a large wall cupboard with sliding doors. There were two pictures on opposite walls. Both were still-lifes. In one corner was a wash-basin, with over its mirror some strip lighting and on the narrow glass shelf a bright green-handled toothbrush in a glass tumbler.


  That was all he had time to take in, but his impression was of a comfortable bedroom where a man could settle to a good night’s rest, and then Drury said, ‘Ah, Doctor, there you are. I’ve removed the knife. My impression is that whoever stabbed him knew something of anatomy. The blade reached the heart. Would you confirm that, please, and consider again when it is likely he died?’


  ‘I’ll have to get some of the clothes off him,’ Cadman said.


  ‘Of course. Bill, give me a hand with him. He wasn’t a lightweight, whoever he was.’


  Fifteen minutes later the detectives and the doctor were in agreement about the time of death. It had very likely occurred as the street lights came on. There was also agreement about the ability of the killer, for his knife had reached the heart of the man stabbed in the back.


  ‘Take a look at it, Doctor,’ Drury said, holding in a towel he had probably taken from the bathroom the bloodstained weapon that had been plunged in the unknown’s body. He put it on the floor and added, ‘Now come downstairs and take a look.’


  Cadman had closed his black case. He picked it up, nodded to Bill Hazard, and followed Drury out of the room and down the stairs and into another room opening off the hall. The door was opposite the door of the room where he had sat earlier. When he drew up inside the room he stood looking to where Drury was frowning at a finely carved cabinet of some well-polished dark wood with a plate-glass top. Under the glass, set out on a ground of blue velvet, was a collection of nearly a dozen knives and daggers, ranging from thin-bladed stilettos to a large curved kris. There was one space unfilled. It was in the center of the collection.


  ‘Would you say that is where the weapon came from, Doctor?’ Drury asked without turning his head to look at the man he addressed.


  ‘It would seem so.’


  ‘Yet the cabinet’s locked.’


  Cadman said nothing. Drury looked at him, and the doctor again experienced that feeling of not being trusted by the detective.


  ‘You saw no one leave, did you?’ Drury asked.


  ‘No one.’


  ‘Nor anyone hurrying along the road as you turned the corner?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Strange,’ said Drury. ‘Damned strange. Wouldn’t you agree, Doctor?’


  ‘I’m not a detective,’ Cadman said, and disliked the sound of the defensive note in his own voice.


  Drury gave him that sardonic smile he was coming to know.


  ‘That’s right, Doctor, you’re not.’


  ‘In that case, perhaps you don’t need me any more.’


  Drury nodded. ‘Not at the moment, Dr Cadman, and thank you for your assistance. I shall want a formal statement from you later. In the meantime, salvage what you can of the night. Nothing else you’ve thought of?’


  The question came as Cadman was on the point of turning back to the hall and leaving. He jerked to a halt as though struck a physical blow.


  What made the superintendent ask that question? Had he seen the girl in the front garden?


  He recovered quickly and turned to say, ‘Only that I’ve been expecting your — what are they called? — technical crew. You know, fingerprint men and suchlike. They haven’t turned up.’


  ‘They’ll be along, Doctor. Usually I prefer to have a look round first without too many people in the way. Besides, I hate getting graphite on my fingers.’


  Dr Cadman nodded again and left. He walked at an even pace to his car and did not look to right or left while leaving the front garden. He felt guilty at keeping from Drury the fact that he had recognized his nephew’s fiancée at a most improbable hour darting like a phantom from bush to bush in the front garden of a house where only a short while before a man had been stabbed to death.


  As he drove along Croft Avenue his mind was troubled for a number of sharply conflicting reasons.


  Behind him in Holly Lawn he left a puzzled Frank Drury scowling at the broad back of Bill Hazard as the big inspector fingered his way through the contents of an open wardrobe.


  ‘I just asked him if he’d thought of anything else, and he jerked to a stop as though I’d shot him,’ Drury said, a man puzzled by something he had witnessed that he could not explain. ‘What the hell do you make of that, Bill?’


  ‘He may have thought of something that had nothing to do with this killing, but your words reminded him,’ said Hazard, continuing with his search.


  ‘No, he turned to say he’d expected to see what he called our technical crew arrive. I saw his face. It was a put-off. He’d thought of something and was covering up. I can’t think why.’


  There was the sound of a car pulling in to the kerb in the street and the double slam of car doors.


  Bill Hazard looked over his shoulder.


  ‘Here they are. I’d better get an ambulance moving in this direction.’


  ‘Yes, do that,’ Drury nodded, ‘and then look up Dr John Cadman in the directory and take a note of his number.’


  Chapter 2


  Dr John Cadman was finishing his favourite breakfast of bacon, egg, and tomato at a few minutes to eight. He made it a rule not to allow late-night calls to interfere with his daily routine and enjoyed as a consequence the reputation of a G.P. who did not rush his surgery hours.


  His wife, still a pretty woman after twenty years of marriage to a husband who had broken nights, had heard of the discovery in Croft Avenue. Toast and coffee was all she would take for her first meal of the day, and she was sipping her second cup when she said, ‘I remember the house because of the name Holly Lawn. I always thought it a peculiar name, though it’s certainly fitting.’


  Her husband looked up from his plate and grinned one-sidedly as he said, ‘When I left the damned place, Judy, I could have thought of several more appropriate names, none of them printable.’


  ‘Anything’s printable these days,’ she reminded him. ‘Though that doesn’t necessarily imply it’s readable.’


  John Cadman’s eyes widened as he stared at his wife, and his sardonic grin became suddenly lost. He had never ceased from being surprised at such unexpected but penetrating remarks his wife made without any warning. Their eyes met. She smiled and he nodded in a way she had come to know denoted vague approval for a reason she seldom understood. But after twenty years of what she deemed a successful marriage, she didn’t feel that reasons were as important as they once might have been to a new wife anxious about the future.


  ‘What is it?’ she asked, again surprising him.


  He said, ‘You never wear those awful rollers some women use for their hair. Yet your head’s always neat and your hair never all over the place. What’s the secret?’


  ‘Enough money to tip well before I leave the hairdresser’s.’


  ‘Doesn’t it depend on how many times you arrive there?’


  Judy Cadman had a mouthful of excellent teeth. She displayed most of them before offering a piece of feminine advice.


  ‘Don’t think like a male, darling.’


  Her husband put the last piece of bacon in his mouth as the front-door bell rang.


  ‘Damn!’ he grunted. ‘Don’t say that Superintendent Drury is chasing me.’


  His wife put down her coffee cup and rose. ‘I’ll go and see,’ she volunteered. ‘But don’t drain the coffeepot — in case you’re right, John.’


  The caller proved to be, not Drury, but Rollo Hackley, the son of Judy’s elder sister Gwen, who was married to a man devoted to a pets-food cannery in Hartlepool. Stephen Hackley was making a great deal of money these days, but secretly Judy wondered if that could possibly compensate her sister for having to live in Hartlepool. Rollo had escaped to London after leaving Durham University and, much to the scorn of his prosperous father, preferred curious hours in Fleet Street as a junior reporter on the struggling Morning Gazette to more steady ones with burnished prospects in an office attached to the processing factory of Hackley’s Pet Foods, Ltd., with the brand name ‘Pet Diets’ on every tin.


  When Steve Hackley’s independent-minded son followed his aunt into the breakfast-room, John Cadman thought how much the young man took after his mother and aunt. There was little of his father in his appearance. He felt a twinge of regret at the failure of himself and Judy to produce any children.


  His nephew’s glance went to the transistor radio on a worktop beside a cupboard.


  ‘Not interested in the eight o’clock news, John?’ Rollo asked, showing a set of teeth that matched his aunt’s.


  ‘I had a late night.’


  ‘That should have been the reason for listening.’


  Judy was the first to get his meaning. ‘You mean the Croft Avenue murder is on it.’


  ‘It should be. It was on the seven o’clock,’ Rollo said, sitting on a chair by the door leading into the garden. ‘Which is why you see me on a filthy misty morning.’


  His aunt switched on the small transistor set to hear the announcer reading the end of the news summary. She switched it off again.


  ‘Too late,’ she said, sounding disappointed.


  Her husband was watching Rollo, the one-sided grin back on his face.


  ‘You’ve come for a cup of coffee, of course.’


  ‘No one makes coffee like Aunt Judy.’


  ‘Flatterer,’ she said, pleased at the tribute, and reaching for a fresh cup and saucer. ‘You’ve come for information straight from the horse’s mouth.’


  ‘If the stable door hasn’t been bolted after the horse has gone.’


  ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ asked his uncle.


  ‘The seven o’clock news mentioned Superintendent Drury. He has Bill Hazard with him. They’re a close team, John. It just could be you were told not to talk to the Press.’


  John Cadman grinned widely at his nephew’s reference to himself as Press. He wondered how it would sound if he referred to himself as the medical profession. It might be enough to get him certified.


  ‘No, I wasn’t told to keep a still tongue in my head, Rollo,’ he said.


  ‘Fine. Then you can give me what you know before I turn up at the Gazette. That should earn a grudging word of thanks from old Simpson, our news editor.’


  By the time Rollo had finished the cup of coffee poured for him by his aunt, he knew as much as John Cadman could tell him. The recital had not brought a look of excitement to the nephew’s face.


  ‘Put like that, John, it doesn’t sound much,’ he said.


  ‘You mean it was hardly worth struggling through the mist to collect. Well, never mind. The coffee, I’m sure, made the trip worthwhile.’


  Rollo Hackley grinned.


  ‘Now, you two,’ said Judy Cadman. ‘Stop sparring. You haven’t told us what the announcer said about your uncle.’


  ‘He said the man who discovered the body was Dr John Cadman, and that Superintendent Drury had taken over the case. The victim wasn’t named. Oh, yes, he added that Dr Cadman had been returning from a late-night call.’


  ‘Nothing about the streets being dark due to the power strike?’ the doctor inquired.


  His nephew shook his head. ‘Why do you ask? Was that relevant in any way?’


  John Cadman’s face remained bland. He didn’t want to lead Rollo into a blind alley.


  ‘I was only thinking that darkness can help a man who wants to vanish after committing murder.’


  ‘Why a man necessarily?’ the younger man probed.


  ‘Just my impression. The victim was stabbed in the back and the knife reached the heart. It didn’t suggest a woman’s work to me, but then I’ve been spared much experience with modern Butch types.’


  ‘John!’ exclaimed Judy Cadman, feigning shock at his choice of words.


  Rollo stood up. ‘Well, thanks for the coffee, Aunt Judy.’


  ‘Another cup? I think I can squeeze out another.’


  ‘No, thanks. John.’ The young man turned to his uncle. ‘It’s all right if I quote you?’


  ‘If you mean correctly — of course. But don’t put words into my mouth. I don’t want to rub this Superintendent Drury the wrong way. What’s his reputation?’


  ‘Competent. He’ll get the killer.’


  ‘You sound very assured.’


  ‘That’s the sort of detective Drury is. Well, I’ll be battling my way back through the misty rush hour, folks. I’ll ring you later, John, if that’s okay.’


  ‘Any time that isn’t surgery hours, Rollo, though I can’t see how I’ll be much use to you. I’ve got to make a statement to the police and then I’ll imagine they’ll be pleased to forget me. I came on the body within minutes — ’


  John Cadman stopped short, seeming a little confused.


  ‘You’ve been holding out,’ his nephew accused, smiling but looking keenly at the other.


  ‘I just mean that, being a doctor, I could tell that the dead man had not been dead long. That’s all.’


  ‘How long?’


  ‘I think you’d better let the police surgeon give his opinion first, Rollo.’


  ‘Very well. But strictly off the record?’


  John Cadman hesitated. ‘A few minutes.’


  ‘You said that before, John. How many? Five — fifteen — thirty?’


  ‘You’re pushing, Rollo.’


  ‘Sorry, John, but this could be important — and it is off the record.’


  ‘Possibly five minutes after the murderer left the house.’


  Rollo whistled. ‘My God! You could have passed him in the street.’


  His uncle nodded. ‘Very possibly, and before you ask any more questions,’ he added dryly, ‘that did occur to Superintendent Drury. Now let me ask a question. How’s Carol?’


  The keen look faded from the nephew’s face. To the watching John Cadman it seemed to evaporate, like steam in a warm atmosphere. What it left behind was a mask. The doctor wondered what the mask concealed.


  ‘I could wish you hadn’t asked, John.’


  Judy Cadman turned from fiddling with the objects on the worktop where she had replaced the radio.


  ‘Why, Rollo! Whatever is that supposed to mean?’


  ‘Carol sent me back my ring just over a week ago.’ Her nephew tried to smile, but it was far too grim. She knew he had been hurt and felt a little sick with apprehension, wondering what the hurt would do to him. ‘Ten days or so,’ he added, ‘can be a long time, Aunt Judy.’


  ‘But why, Rollo? She must have said why.’


  John Cadman remained silent, content to allow his wife to ask questions he wanted to have answered.


  ‘She didn’t say. I was a bit shocked. I forgot to ask for a reason. After all, Carol had returned my ring, so she had a reason. What it was couldn’t matter — and it certainly wouldn’t take back the ring.’


  ‘You poor boy!’


  It was the wrong thing to say. Rollo fidgeted and looked hot, and to change the tempo his uncle said, ‘You still in love with her?’


  He received a straight wide-eyed stare.


  ‘I’ll always love Carol. She knows that. I believe something’s happened,’ the young man said earnestly, looking less prepared to escape. ‘I’m not married to her, so she’s free to turn me down if she wants to, but anything that makes her want to must be’ — he hesitated for a word and finally chose — ‘bad.’


  Judy Cadman tried to retrieve her mistake by sounding practical.


  ‘Is she still in her secretarial job?’


  ‘As far as I know. I believe she was going up North.’


  John Cadman came to a decision reluctantly. He said, ‘Rollo, there’s something I should tell you.’


  His voice had changed. There was a gravity to the words that instantly focused the attention of his listeners. His wife sensed that this was a moment to remain silent.


  ‘About Carol?’


  The doctor nodded. ‘I saw her last night, Rollo.’


  The young man’s chin jerked up. ‘Sure it was her, John?’ he asked quietly.


  ‘I wasn’t mistaken,’ John Cadman said gravely. ‘She was in the front garden of that house in Croft Avenue, and she was damned afraid.’


  Judy Cadman gave a little choking sound and crammed a hand against her mouth. She sat down abruptly. The hand remained pushed against her lips as though to prevent her saying words she could later regret.


  ‘Did you try to find her when you left?’ Rollo asked.


  ‘It was too dark in the garden to look, and in any case I didn’t want to draw the attention of the police to her.’


  ‘Thanks for that. But this could turn sticky for you later.’


  John Cadman smiled slightly. ‘It could have been a trick of the light on the bushes. But there’s something else, still not for publication.’


  Judy Cadman sat rigid, looking at this surprising husband of hers in muted wonder.


  ‘I told Drury I hadn’t set eyes on the dead man before, and at the time I believed that. In a sense it was true, but not entirely. The light moustache fooled me. On the way home I got to imagining him without that moustache and that told me something I’d forgotten. I had seen him before — but without his moustache.’


  ‘Then ring up Frank Drury and tell him. He’ll understand.’


  ‘It isn’t quite that simple, Rollo. I didn’t see him alone on that previous occasion. He was with a woman.’


  ‘Who was she, John? Don’t be tedious, darling,’ said Judy, finding her voice. ‘We aren’t the police, and this could be complicated. We ought to know.’


  ‘Cecil Weddon’s wife.’


  ‘Weddon the bank manager?’ Rollo asked.


  His uncle nodded as his aunt snapped, ‘Beryl Weddon. Flashy. Bottle red hair. Hot pants. And too damned good-looking for any bank manager with a career to concentrate on.’


  ‘Why, Aunt Judy!’ Rollo’s grin returned. ‘You sound as though you dislike the woman.’


  ‘Not dislike — distrust,’ retorted his aunt, a mite waspishly. There was a touch of challenge in the stare she shared between her husband and her nephew. Neither chose to take it up and she asked, ‘Where did you see them, John?’


  ‘A short while ago in the snuggery at the Prince Regent. I met Harry Fitch there for a drink before the Rotary lunch upstairs. She was with this man at a window table. They got up and left before we’d finished our gins.’


  ‘So you’re thinking of the bank manager.’


  ‘Cecil Weddon’s a friend, Rollo.’


  ‘You’ve got to think of yourself, John.’


  The doctor looked at his wife. ‘I don’t want to stir up unnecessary trouble,’ he said defensively.


  ‘A knife in the back isn’t rated as trouble. It’s termed murder, darling,’ his wife reminded him.


  ‘Aunt Judy’s right, John,’ said the younger man, and turned to look closely at the troubled face of the doctor. ‘Maybe I’ll get a chance to lead a hint or two into my report if old Simpson’s agreeable, John. Would that help?’


  ‘It would. But I can’t see the chance arising because I’m the only one who knows. If you hint this Drury will soon reach from you to me, Rollo. You might be doing yourself some no-good.’


  ‘Let me judge that. After all, it might be my big chance to put a noose round the neck of the girl who jilted me.’ Rollo’s brief laugh was a mocking sound that made both his hearers flinch. ‘Think what a hell of a story that would be.’


  ‘Rollo — don’t,’ pleaded Judy Cadman.


  ‘Why not?’ the young man snapped. ‘I’m still in love with her. And don’t anyone tell me I made a mistake. I didn’t and I’d stake my life on Carol. But you just might have given me a way to help her, John.’


  ‘I fail to see how.’


  ‘She’s in trouble. Can’t you see that?’ the nephew urged earnestly. ‘Somehow she’s got into a mess and opts out so as not to involve me.’


  ‘You’re merely guessing, Rollo,’ his aunt said sadly.


  ‘No, Aunt Judy.’ He shook his head slowly, giving her a smile that managed to reflect the sadness in her voice. ‘I’m feeling — if you can understand.’


  She looked at him until a moisture gathered in her eyes.


  ‘I really think I can,’ she said. ‘Carol Wilson is a very lucky girl even without an engagement ring.’
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  An hour after finishing the report Dan Simpson of the Morning Gazette had okayed, Rollo picked up a taxi and was driven to the big square modern block that housed the new New Scotland Yard in Victoria Street. He had put through a phone call and tried to speak to Drury.


  ‘You won’t get him,’ Dan Simpson, the grunting news editor, had promised. ‘Why the hell do you think we have a crime reporter, laddie?’


  ‘I’ll keep from under his feet,’ Rollo had assured him.


  ‘You’d bloody well better. Joe Murphy hasn’t an Irish name without the temper to go with it.’ Simpson had glanced over the piece Rollo had hammered out on his typewriter. ‘But I can’t stop you trying any more than I can stop you cutting your own throat if you’ve a mind to. But I’ll give you a piece of advice. Use a sharp instrument. It’s more effective and a hell of a lot less painful.’


  The news editor had been proved right. Rollo hadn’t got through to Frank Drury, but he had spoken to Bill Hazard, who had been about to slam down the phone when something the caller said altered things in the Scotland Yard office where Hazard stood holding the phone and Frank Drury sat smoking and watching him.


  What Rollo had said was, ‘I might be able to help in identifying the victim.’


  There had been a pause filled in with some muttering that could not be made into words before Hazard said, ‘In half an hour.’


  So Rollo was deposited at the Yard and was shown up in a lift to where Hazard and Drury awaited him. Just for a moment as a uniformed constable held open the door he felt a stirring of misgivings, but hastily thrust them aside.


  Frank Drury looked at him from the far side of the office and said, ‘I’m Superintendent Drury and you’re Rollo Hackley of the Gazette. What’s happened to Murphy? He been fired for fiddling his expense accounts to afford two families — or is it three?’


  Hazard grinned. ‘Families doesn’t fit. Harem might,’ he said.


  Rollo felt he had to come out with something to establish a good enough reason.


  ‘I thought I could help. I’m Dr Cadman’s nephew.’


  Drury stopped being humorous and moved closer to his visitor.


  ‘The doctor’s remembered something.’


  Rollo nodded.


  ‘About the dead man?’


  He nodded again and said, ‘It was the moustache that fooled him. When he took away the moustache he remembered where he’d seen the man before.’


  ‘Go on.’


  ‘In a local hostelry which has an upstairs restaurant for club meetings. I don’t mean he saw the man in the restaurant. Actually it was in the snuggery downstairs, where my uncle was having a drink.’


  ‘The man wasn’t alone, was he?’


  Bill Hazard was looking as though something had suddenly pleased him.


  ‘A woman. It had to be,’ he said.


  Drury didn’t wait for his visitor to answer his question. He pointed to a chair.


  ‘You’d better sit down, Mr Hackley,’ the Yard man invited. ‘Start at the beginning and leave nothing out. But first, did the doctor send you?’


  Rollo lowered himself on to the chair indicated.


  ‘In a way he did,’ he said cautiously.


  ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


  ‘I think you’ll know, Mr Drury, when I tell you what I’ve been told.’


  Frank Drury spent several seconds regarding his visitor’s face. He was debating how Dan Simpson had been inveigled into allowing this poaching on Joe Murphy’s special preserve. The Irish crime reporter of the Gazette was likely to sweat pure Bushmill’s when he learned what had happened.


  ‘I’m listening,’ he said at last.


  Rollo related what he had learned from his uncle, omitting only what he had been told about Carol being in the front garden of Holly Lawn. When he had finished Drury looked at his assistant.


  Bill Hazard lifted his broad shoulders. ‘He looked as though he could have been interested in women. Natty dresser, talc on his skin, hair carefully waved, and the moustache and sideboards. But a woman didn’t push that knife in his back and lock up the cutlery in its glass case afterwards.’


  Hazard scratched his chin. He sounded cynical, possibly because he saw life from a cynical angle. He was unmarried and untarnished with ideals. Frank Drury was a married man with plenty of domestic commitments to take the place of ideals.


  ‘You thinking of a certain bank manager, Bill?’ Drury asked.


  ‘This Cecil Weddon’s got problems. One less today than he had yesterday. Point is, does he know it?’


  Drury’s head turned slowly and he was looking at his visitor again.


  ‘You know this Mrs Weddon?’


  ‘I’ve seen her. My aunt calls her flashy and manages to make her sound like a nympho. Her name’s Beryl.’


  ‘Only semi-precious,’ sniffed Hazard. ‘Probably fits. She doesn’t sound priced far above rubies.’


  Drury stood up and the visit was over. He held out a hand.


  ‘Thanks for coming along, Mr Hackley. If you learn anything further I’d appreciate sharing it. And a word of advice. Don’t get Joe Murphy’s back up. He’s not the most predictable of men — at the wrong time.’


  Bill Hazard walked with him to the lift. His parting words were, ‘I saw you look at the phone extension number. Don’t forget it.’


  He nodded and walked back to the office where Frank Drury waited for him. As the lift slid smoothly down to ground level Rollo Hackley was feeling a trifle disappointed. He had helped his uncle, as he had promised, but he hadn’t learned something he had hoped to hear — the identity of the dead man.


  On his way into the Gazette building he ran into Joe Murphy, wearing a scowl. Before the crime reporter could snarl at him he said, ‘I looked for you earlier, Mr Murphy. If you’ve got five minutes I can tell you something — about the murder at Holly Lawn.’


  The crime reporter looked puzzled. ‘Holly Lawn? Where in hell’s that, boy?’


  ‘The house in Croft Avenue where — ’


  Rollo was given no chance to say more. He was dragged into a ground-floor waiting-room, where the Irishman locked the door against intruders.


  ‘That right you been playing Sherlock, boy?’


  ‘No. But I have been making things easy for my uncle, who found the body and forgot to say he’d seen the dead man before. In fact, he told the police he hadn’t and it wasn’t until — ’


  Joe Murphy waved a hand. The Irishman was grinning, and not with malice.


  ‘Skip it. I’m not Frank Drury and I haven’t got your doctor uncle on a hook. Just spell it out.’


  So Rollo told his piece, again omitting any reference to Carol. But when he finished Murphy was watching him very thoughtfully.


  ‘A womanizer, huh? Now that sounds promising, boy. Didn’t I hear your girl returned you her ring?’ The Irishman’s eyes became very sleepy-looking and almost closed. ‘You don’t know if she knew this character in brown?’


  Rollo felt himself growing hot. He wanted to throw a fist at the broad, shrewd face confronting him.


  ‘Maybe not,’ said Murphy reflectively. ‘But did she ever mention that house?’


  ‘Why the hell should she? So far as I know she’d never seen the place.’


  Murphy rose. ‘Some women can keep their own counsel. They’re the ones to beware of. In return for which advice, boy, I’ll expect to share anything you find for Drury.’ He turned and unlocked the door, opened it, and paused to look round before continuing down the corridor outside. He appeared amused at something he had thought of, and said, ‘Who knows? I may grab something I can show you, boy, before I pass it over to old Dan.’


  But not that day.


  The remaining hours in Fleet Street proved to be something of an anticlimax to Rollo, who had expected too much because of his personal interest. All Murphy handed in was a padded-out rewrite of a lukewarm statement prepared by the Yard’s Press Bureau. A Gazette staff photographer came back with some shots of Holly Lawn. They were only exteriors, with uniformed constables on guard and the front door shut. One of the pix agencies shot along a photo of Dr John Cadman which it had sent a man to get. Under the copyright line on the reverse were a couple of stale quotes.


  When Rollo left for the day he was feeling let down, but still anxious about the girl he was convinced he still loved. He drove back to the street where he had a modest top-floor bachelor flat, found a parking space, and walked to the steps of the Victorian house that had been made over into self-contained flats.


  Just as he started to mount the stairs there was a power cut. He cursed and felt for his pocket torch, switched it on and climbed to his front door. Something stirred in the angle of the landing wall. He swung the torch’s bright ray in a short arc, and immediately jerked erect with a smothered exclamation of surprise. Sitting propped in the angle of the wall was a girl in a trouser suit, her chin tucked down as she stared upwards at him.


  She said in a voice completely empty of surprise, ‘Are you Rollo Hackley?’


  Chapter 3


  With his total store of three candles guttering on the dining-table at one end of his compact sitting-room, Rollo sampled his gin and tonic and regretted not keeping a lemon in the fridge.


  ‘Sorry about the dearth of lemons,’ he apologised.


  The girl seated on the settee across from him smiled and pushed back a strand of hair. She looked tired and trying to crowd from view an agitation that was just below the surface. It was the smile that tugged at his memory, made him feel she should seem familiar and have a name he could produce.


  ‘This is a life-saver.’ She held up the glass as though toasting him. ‘I’m really a sweet tooth, anyway.’


  As she drank from the glass he asked, ‘How long were you waiting?’


  ‘About four hours.’


  ‘Good God!’ Rollo finished his drink, collected her glass, and poured two fresh drinks. When he handed back her glass he remained standing over her, looking down, as he had in the hall when he first saw her. ‘What made you ready to spend four hours crouched down outside? I don’t have to be told it is something urgent.’ He frowned, shaking his head. ‘I feel I should know you, but I can’t place your name.’


  ‘You’ve only seen me twice, once for a very short time. I’m Mellie Smallwood.’


  She watched comprehension change the expression on his face.


  ‘Now I remember. You used to share an apartment with Carol. But you remained close friends, didn’t you?’


  She nodded. ‘But I haven’t seen Carol or heard from her for over a week. I’ve rung her every day. There was no reply.’


  ‘So you’ve come to ask me where she is. Well, you could have phoned and saved those four hours outside.’


  She shook her head. ‘Carol’s in danger,’ she said softly. ‘I know.’


  He stood back and the candlelight washed over her face, brightening the staring eyes watching him for reaction to her words.


  ‘Tell me,’ he said simply.


  ‘The day after she returned your ring she phoned me, said she wouldn’t be in touch with me again and asked me not to try to contact her. Before I could ask any questions she rang off. I tried getting through to her again but without success. She wasn’t picking up the phone. That’s not like Carol. So something’s happened.’


  ‘It wasn’t like her to break off our engagement the way she did. How did you find out?’


  ‘I didn’t have to. She told me when she asked me not to get in touch with her again. As I said, I’ve tried to get through to her each day. You had any better luck?’


  ‘I didn’t try ringing,’ he informed her. ‘I was asked not to.’ He jumped to a conclusion. ‘Now you’ve heard from her, Mellie? That’s what made this visit urgent.’


  She drank, watching him over the rim of the glass.


  ‘I arrived home this afternoon to find a letter from her. Here, see for yourself.’


  She opened the handbag on the settee beside her and took out an envelope with a blurred ‘London’ in the franking mark over the bright blue stamp. As he took it he recognized Carol’s familiar handwriting. He removed the single sheet of paper from inside the envelope and read the undated letter that had no heading.


  It ran:


  ‘Dear Mellie,


  Before I left I forgot to ask a favour of you. I know you’ve still got the spare key to our flat. Be an angel and look in sometime and forward any post that may arrive for me to Burroughs Hotel, Newlyn Road East, Edgware. I know I may rely on you.


  Yours ever —


  Carol.’


  The letter had every appearance of having been written in blue ballpoint in a hurry, for the signature, as well as several other words, had been smudged when the sheet of paper was folded.


  But Mellie had another explanation. She pointed to the blurred letters and said, ‘You see? I think she was crying when she wrote this letter.’


  Rollo was on the point of challenging this conclusion when he changed his mind.


  ‘Go on,’ he invited. ‘You’ve something on your mind.’


  ‘I think Carol wrote this letter. It’s her handwriting. We both recognize it, don’t we?’


  He jerked his head. ‘So?’


  ‘I don’t think it’s her letter, if you understand. Oh, I don’t mean someone’s forged it,’ she hurried on. ‘But I’m convinced Carol didn’t write it voluntarily. She did it — what’s the word? — under duress.’


  Rollo looked stricken. ‘You’re saying she was forced to write this letter, Mellie.’ He caught his breath in a thin hiss. ‘Can you tell me why?’


  ‘No. That’s why I decided I must see you without delay, Rollo.’


  He said nothing for some seconds, then finished his drink and walked back to his chair while she replaced the letter in her handbag, and said as he sat down, ‘You haven’t explained the danger.’


  ‘Perhaps this will.’


  She crossed to where he sat, carrying another letter she had taken from her handbag. It was in a stout manila envelope, was addressed to Miss Carol Wilson, and comprised a report from a detective agency on one Humphrey Peel. She saw Rollo start with surprise and said, ‘So you recognize the name.’


  ‘Of course. Humphrey Peel was that forger. He was in a flat that caught fire and was burned to death. The police decided it was an accident. But what the devil could Carol want with him?’


  In reply this surprising visitor unfolded the map she had kept in her hand and spread it under the guttering candles.


  ‘Come and look,’ she said. ‘Tell me if you don’t think this interesting.’


  Peering over her shoulder, Rollo followed the finger with which she pointed to a group of streets to the north of London. The word ‘Edgware’ was printed across the area.


  ‘Newlyn Road East,’ she said, ‘and here,’ following the movement of her finger, ‘about half a mile away is Cotswold Crescent, where Peel was found in the upper burned-out flat.’ She paused, still pointing to where her finger had arrived on the local map that had an estate agent’s name in one corner, and turned to look at him over her shoulder. ‘Or, keeping strictly to the facts, the remains of Humphrey Peel.’


  Rollo’s eyes turned from the map to the report from the detective agency. It set out clearly the terms of imprisonment served by Peel, his police record, and his address at the time the report was drafted, which, according to the date on it, was a day or two before the tragedy in Cotswold Crescent.


  Rollo looked back at the girl who had produced these amazing documents.


  ‘You’re quite a girl, Mellie,’ he said with a note of awe blended with admiration in his voice. ‘But — ’


  ‘Don’t say it,’ she cautioned. ‘I will. What made me snoop with Carol’s post? When I got her letter this afternoon and decided she was in trouble and being compelled to write it, I went over to what she calls our flat in the letter, but strictly is now hers, because I don’t share it. I have that spare key still. It was agreed by us that I should keep it to see how things worked out, and it’s lucky I did, Rollo. I found this report from — what’s their name? — the Temple-Moore Inquiry Agency. I came on here. For one thing, I know you’re on a newspaper and you might be able to tell me if this agency is a reputable one.’


  ‘I can certainly do that, Mellie. It’s used by a number of law offices, so you can have no misgivings about their being a shady concern. Carol went to an agency with a sound reputation, not one of these keyhole and camera services whose methods are dubious and charges exorbitantly close to blackmail.’


  ‘Well, that’s a relief,’ she sighed. ‘It makes things simpler all round, for now there seems to be one line of inquiry we can try without delay.’


  ‘We?’ he repeated, surprised.


  She looked at him. ‘I’m in this because I choose to be. After all, I didn’t have to come and wait for four hours,’ she reminded him.


  ‘Very well,’ he said at last. ‘Leave the agency report with me. I’ll see them as soon as I can fix an appointment. But there’s something else. Did you find any other letters sent to Carol?’


  ‘Only the two you sent her. I haven’t sent them on.’


  She seemed to be awaiting a suggestion from him. He said, ‘Leave them, Mellie. If she’s in trouble this won’t be the right time, and anyway things have moved beyond those letters.’


  She frowned. ‘Carol gave you no reason for breaking off the engagement?’


  ‘She merely said she had to go away, that something had happened which made it impossible for us to continue as we were.’


  He asked her to have dinner with him, but she declined on the pretext that she had some work to do. He accompanied her to where she had left her small car parked in a side-street and then made his way back to his flat and relit the candles. He poured himself a fresh drink and sat down to read the Temple-Moore report more thoroughly.


  He was halfway through the three pages of typed lines when he saw the few words that had registered in his mind but not in his consciousness the first time he had seen them.


  ‘ … married Margaret Wilson … ’


  Those were the words that brought him to a halt. He felt it was no coincidence that the forger who had died in the Cotswold Crescent fire had married someone named Wilson. Humphrey Peel had, by marriage, been related to Carol.


  He was still puzzling at the problem with no hope of success when he switched off the TV and decided to have an early night.


  Lying awake in the dark, he found sleep did not come readily. His mind was still actively pursuing the mystery of Margaret Wilson. He had a poor night.
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  Dan Simpson gave him no argument, only a sardonic look, when the next morning he said he had a lead he wanted to follow.


  ‘If it comes to anything we can use, clear it with Murphy,’ the news editor cautioned. ‘I don’t want another murder, even if it’s justified.’


  Half an hour later Rollo was shown into an office not far from Holborn, where he was confronted by a man who had years before been featured in the newspapers as Chief Inspector Richard Temple. The years since then had put weight on Temple’s thickset frame, but when he rose and offered his hand he was still making the movements of an agile man.


  ‘What can I do for you, Mr Hackley?’ Dick Temple asked. ‘On the phone you said it was personal. So it isn’t Gazette business.’


  Rollo sat in the chair indicated and said, ‘I’ll come to the point, Mr Temple. It’s about a report you sent a short while back to Miss Carol Wilson.’


  The ex-Yard man frowned. ‘I recall it. She wanted information about someone.’


  ‘Humphrey Peel.’


  Temple’s face remained expressionless as he said, ‘I do not speak of our clients’ affairs to other clients nor discuss them.’


  Rollo said, ‘This is important, Mr Temple, or I wouldn’t be here. I was engaged to Miss Wilson. Suddenly she broke off the engagement without giving an acceptable or even reasonable reason, which isn’t like her. Now she’s disappeared. I feel the inquiry you made on her behalf could possibly explain why.’


  The man watching Rollo seemed to be considering what he had been told. He said, ‘Tell me what’s on your mind, Mr Hackley.’


  ‘Carol has written to a friend of hers to send on any letters for her to an address in Edgware. This friend found your report and brought it to me. So I’ve read it. I know you told Carol that Humphrey Peel had married a Margaret Wilson. Perhaps she was a relative of Carol’s.’


  This time Temple’s response was not delayed. He said, ‘She was the sister of Carol Wilson’s mother. Her aunt, in fact. I can tell you that I was paid in advance for that report. Miss Wilson insisted on that arrangement. Can I make a suggestion?’


  Rollo waited, sensing that he wouldn’t want to hear what the other man had to say.


  ‘Don’t take this amiss, but young women can be capricious.’ The ex-Yard man almost managed to look apologetic, but didn’t quite make it. Apologies of any kind did not come easily to him. ‘Take, for example, a young woman in love with a young man whom she is anxious to keep from knowing there was a crook in her family.’


  Rollo felt angry, but tried not to show his feelings. He said, ‘I can’t wear that, Mr Temple. Carol isn’t like that.’


  ‘Then I can’t help you,’ Dick Temple told him bluntly.


  Rollo took a chance, aware that later could be too late. He asked, ‘Did you find out anything about Peel that didn’t go into your report?’


  The man opposite smiled. He could have been amused at a younger man’s impudence excused by a natural anxiety.


  ‘That’s a very leading question, Mr Hackley. I know a great deal about Humphrey Peel that didn’t go into the report for Miss Wilson. So does my partner, Tom Moore, who was also at the Yard, if you remember.’


  It was Rollo’s turn to smile. ‘I’ve done my homework, Mr Temple.’


  ‘I bet you have. Well, understand that we gave Miss Wilson all the information she asked for.’


  ‘There’s nothing else you can tell me?’ Rollo pressed.


  ‘The man’s dead,’ he was reminded.


  ‘I’d still like to know if you can agree, Mr Temple.’


  The ex-Yard man rubbed a hand over his chin. ‘You’ll make good on a newspaper, young man,’ he said grudgingly. ‘You’re persistent. But then, on the Gazette you’ve got a good teacher.’


  ‘Joe Murphy?’


  ‘Joe,’ Dick Temple nodded. ‘Did he put you up to this?’


  ‘He doesn’t know about the report and I’ve told no one I intended calling on you.’


  The man behind the desk thought about this. He dropped the hand from his chin and said, ‘Very well, not for publication nor for Joe’s big wide ear, Mr Hackley. Agree?’


  Rollo nodded. ‘My word, Mr Temple.’


  ‘Good enough,’ said the ex-Yard man, leaning forward on his arms. ‘Peel was of medium height, dark, and had poor sight. He usually wore dark glasses to protect his eyes, not as a gimmick like today’s hippies. He was a poor mixer, almost what you might call a loner, but he was a clever forger. He was a pain in the neck to a lot of people who parted with money because of his penmanship. When he was sent up he was a model prisoner. No trouble inside. He didn’t smoke, so he had no bother with the snout barons. But he had one weakness. He was very fond of bananas. Yet he didn’t put on weight. He was even on the slim side and a bit stoop-shouldered. Now this is what I’m prepared to share with you, but not for publication, Mr Hackley.’ The ex-Yard man paused, his manner a little theatrical, but his purpose and meaning both undeniably clear to the younger man. ‘The description of the body found charred in the burned-out flat in Cotswold Crescent could have been that of Humphrey Peel. After all, burning breaks down size to charred remnants and ash. But I knew Peel, so did my partner. Neither of us was convinced, from what was released in the papers, that the body in Peel’s burned-out flat was that of the man we knew.’


  The speaker leaned back in his chair.


  ‘But that’s as far as I can go,’ he added quickly. ‘We weren’t convinced, that’s all. It could have been Peel. I have to admit that. But somehow it didn’t sound to us like him. Nothing we could do anything about, you understand. Just a feeling, and we could have both been wrong.’


  That was the moment the door opened and another man of late middle age entered. Rollo hadn’t lied when he claimed to have done his homework. He recognized the one-time Detective Inspector Thomas Moore, who gave him a quick glance of inquiry, and was on the point of withdrawing when Dick Temple stopped him.


  ‘Don’t go, Tom. This is Mr Hackley, nephew of Dr John Cadman, who found that body in Croft Avenue. He’s on the Gazette, but isn’t here to get a story. He was engaged to Miss Carol Wilson, for whom we turned in a report on Humphrey Peel.’


  When Temple paused it seemed to Rollo that the two other men exchanged glances holding special meaning beyond that of the words spoken.


  ‘You’ve told him Peel was the girl’s uncle, Dick?’


  Temple nodded. ‘He knows. He also thinks something could have happened to Carol Wilson. You’d better listen to him, Tom.’


  Tom Moore leaned against a radiator under the single window in the office while Rollo, in response to a hand gesture from Temple, related his story again. It was taking less time with each telling, and he was even growing somewhat critical of the way he was presenting it, for to him his own words sounded too simple, too direct and factual, conveying nothing of his disturbed feelings and fears for the woman he loved.


  Tom Moore listened in a brooding silence, a man who was a natural listener and who would not speak until he felt he had something to say. His hair was grey and there was a greyish tinge to his face, emphasized by the wide grey eyes, like washed pebbles in a brook.


  ‘You’ve no idea what could have happened to her?’ he inquired when Rollo stopped.


  ‘No. But her friend who brought me the letter thought from its appearance that she was crying when she wrote it.’


  ‘At someone’s dictation, you mean?’


  ‘I’m not sure what I mean. Anyway, it wasn’t my original idea.’


  ‘I’d like to see that letter, if you’ve no objection, Mr Hackley.’


  Rollo glanced at Temple and received another hand gesture to go ahead as he wished. Somewhat reluctantly, for this was not an action he had discussed with Mellie Smallwood, Rollo produced the letter with the blurred ballpoint lettering. Moore took it, read it, and handed it, after receiving a nod from Rollo, to his partner, who in turn read it and gave it back to the young man.


  ‘Cheap paper, smudgy well-used ballpoint. She could have been crying. Not easy to decide,’ Moore said. ‘But I’ve got something maybe he should know, Dick.’


  ‘What you went after, Tom?’ the other partner inquired.


  Moore nodded. ‘I saw Bill Hazard, put him in the picture. In return he told me the forensic boys found a fingerprint at Holly Lawn that checked as being one of Humphrey Peel’s.’


  Rollo was on his feet, aware that both partners in the agency were watching him. He felt curiously lost and groping for direction.


  ‘This is crazy,’ he decided. ‘Carol’s uncle to have been at that house. He’s dead!’


  The last two words were spoken in a fading voice, like a protest known to hold little conviction.


  ‘You’ve thought of something, Mr Hackley?’ Dick Temple asked quietly.


  Rollo had indeed. He had thought of his uncle’s having seen Carol in the front garden of Holly Lawn within a very short time of a murder having been committed in the house.


  However, this was information he was not prepared to share with anyone at this stage. Thinking fast, he said, ‘I’ve thought of this. If that fingerprint is to be explained, the explanation might be found in Edgware.’ He held up the letter that had been returned to him. ‘I’ll try my luck there.’


  He stood up preparatory to taking his departure, but was stopped when Temple said, ‘Sit down, Mr Hackley. I’ve something of my own to add.’ When Rollo was back in his chair the ex-Yard man went on, while his partner leaned against the radiator and studied his finger ends. ‘This agency still considers Miss Wilson a client. Because of this we shall continue to act in her interest. That’s one thing. There’s another. You take it, Tom.’


  Moore dropped his hands and with the right beat a soft tattoo against the radiator pipes.


  ‘Because of another case we’ve been liaising with Bill Hazard, who is Superintendent Frank Drury’s assistant.’


  ‘We’ve met,’ Rollo said shortly.


  Tom Moore smiled as though to himself. ‘I’m not surprised. Well, off the record we’ve been filling in some blank spaces of another of Drury’s cases — these burglaries that have been occurring since the power workers’ strike. Drury is convinced the stuff isn’t being fenced. Sold out through an underworld middle man.’


  ‘I know what a fence is,’ Rollo said, sounding somewhat impatient at this diversion.


  Moore continued as though no comment had been made.


  ‘Drury’s convinced the stuff is stolen to return to the insurance companies. That way a crook would get a ready market, no questions asked, and the insurance companies wouldn’t have to dig so deep into their pockets. It isn’t legal, but it works. Now this is where we come into the deal. We’ve had several requests to handle the return of stolen jewellery. Drury has been kept informed, but we can’t act against the interests of our clients, so long as what we’re asked to do is within the law. As we deal with unnamed intermediaries we are in no position to provide names to Drury. Clues are different matters. If we came across any Drury would get them so long as they lead towards the gang setting up the thefts and not back to our clients.’


  Moore stopped speaking, took out a packet of cigarettes and almost absently lit one with a gas-flame lighter. He shook the cigarette held between his fingers to emphasize his next words.


  ‘Drury is no slouch. I’ve got it from Bill Hazard, again off the record, that Drury considers there might have been a tie-up between the burglaries and jewel thefts and the Croft Avenue killing. We’ve got a loose exchange working with Drury and Hazard. They keep us in the picture so that we might know a useful clue when we see it and can pass on the information. We don’t move beyond an agreed line in acting for our clients. You follow?’


  ‘It sounds as though it could be complicated,’ Rollo replied.


  ‘It could be if we weren’t damned careful. That’s why we work to keep it simple. The simpler the better. Now you’ve brought a complication. You must see that.’


  Rollo looked at Temple, who said, ‘I can see a way of removing an obstacle Tom’s found. When you follow up your fiancée’s disappearance, if that’s what it is, let Tom work with you. Start, say, tomorrow. You want to refer Dan Simpson to me, I’ll be discreet about a story that might break. That okay with you, Mr Hackley?’


  ‘Why the delay?’ Rollo asked.


  Temple’s quiet smile returned. ‘We have things to do, like checking who certain landlords are, and maybe comparing a few details with Hazard, to make sure we’re not fouling anything Drury’s got working for him. In general, clear some ground.’


  Rollo saw Tom Moore watching him with a speculative look, which the young man did not find encouraging. He thought the ex-Yard inspector looked upon him as someone interfering with professionals.


  Well, maybe he was right. But he wasn’t stepping aside to please Tom Moore.


  ‘Very well. Tomorrow, then. Where shall I meet you, Mr Moore?’


  The answer came without hesitation. ‘Piccadilly Underground at half-past ten, foot of the steps leading to Piccadilly South Side.’


  Three minutes later Rollo was on his way back to Fleet Street, feeling that he had accomplished very little save giving the Temple-Moore Inquiry Agency a better reason than they already had for snooping into Carol’s background.


  Just after lunch Joe Murphy came in with a piece about a mystery fingerprint having been found at the house in Croft Avenue. There was no further development on the case that was official.


  There was another power cut in the afternoon. It continued intermittently until eleven-thirty in the evening, by which time Rollo was in bed asleep. But he did not awake feeling refreshed. For no reason he could define he felt apprehensive. He put it down to the latest warning he had received from Dan Simpson about treading on Joe Murphy’s broad Irish toes. That had been after the news editor had said he would phone Dick Temple.


  Rollo thought about this as he shaved.


  It was as though he was involved in a conspiracy and the number of conspirators was growing. It could be the reason for his apprehension, he decided, just before leaving to make rendezvous with one of them in Piccadilly Underground Station.


  Chapter 4


  Rollo wasn’t aware that Tom Moore had arrived until the one-time Yard detective inspector tapped him on the shoulder.


  ‘Nice to know someone who’s punctual, Mr Hackley. We’ll talk on the train.’


  They secured a couple of seats with no immediate neighbours in a non-smoking compartment, and under the cover of the wheels’ clacking sound the agency man opened up without delay.


  ‘Does the name Vince Pallard ring any bells?’ he asked.


  ‘None. Should it?’


  ‘Depends where you’ve been. If you’d spent the last five years in the East End it might. On the other hand, if you went to the East End today the chances are you’d never hear it mentioned. He used to have a pub in Stepney but made most of his money, according to the kind of rumour that doesn’t lie, from a betting shop he backed until the protection boys forced him out. And that meant out of the East End. Still no ringing bells?’


  ‘Still none.’


  Tom Moore felt for his cigarettes, remembered he was in a non-smoker, and put the packet back in his pocket.


  ‘I bet Joe Murphy’s skull would be ringing,’ he said, ‘which wouldn’t necessarily be a good thing.’ He looked at Rollo with his grey gaze, and the younger man saw that under the eyes the greyish tinge to the man’s face was faintly speckled under the surface, as though a suntan had faded brokenly. In close-up Tom Moore’s face reminded him of a thrush. ‘But now I’ll set a bell ringing in your head. At the moment Vince is in Edgware. He’s got another pub only it doesn’t sound like one. He can even put up anyone who wants bed and breakfast. So it’s more than an inn.’


  ‘The Burroughs Hotel,’ said Rollo, this time looking at the other’s face without seeing it.


  ‘In Newlyn Road East,’ Moore added. ‘The Burroughs lies back from a crossroads marked with traffic signals. Looks like Vince has something going for him and has made a good investment. Nice dining-room, three or four bars, a garden at the back for summer visitors, six or seven bedrooms, and a car-park that should pack in more than seventy with a squeeze. My notion is to be in the dining-room when the lunches start. That’s about twelve-thirty. All right with you, Mr Hackley?’


  ‘Whatever you suggest, but frankly I’m more interested in this Vince Pallard.’


  ‘Reasonable. Well, I’ve brought along a couple of photos so you can take your time getting to know the faces.’


  Moore took out a wallet and removed two photos that looked as though they were blow-ups from snapshots. He passed them face down to Rollo, who could see the Temple-Moore Inquiry Agency stamp in large purple letters on the back of each. He turned them over, and found himself staring at a broad face on surprisingly thin shoulders. The face was framed with protuberant ears and topped with a mop of unruly hair that straggled down over the ears into untidy mutton-chop whiskers with a razor-trimmed line below the formidable lobes.


  ‘Vince. Not a beauty, is it?’ Moore said, leaning closer. ‘The hair is red, going dirty grey, and it doesn’t go with his sallow complexion. He even looks a crook. That might be why he’s never done time. His looks keep him on his toes. But he’s made enemies, though he’d never talk about them.’


  He sat watching Rollo studying the face. When at last the younger man turned to the second photo Tom Moore gave him a quick look to catch the immediate reaction. He wasn’t disappointed.


  ‘You’ve recognized him, I see,’ he said. ‘Yes, that’s friend Humphrey who’s generally supposed to have cremated himself accidentally.’


  Rollo was barely listening to the cynical words. He was studying the thin face with the close-together eyes and the long sideboards that all but covered the ears. The hair seemed to be dark. There was more of it round the mouth and framing the rather sharp chin.


  ‘Looks like something Asiatic with those face whiskers,’ Moore said, leaning close again. ‘But he was born in Brum and he’s got the accent to prove it. Now look at the eyes. See how they’re almost closed. Weak eyes. Usually wears dark glasses, as I believe Dick told you. But not in Yard mug shots.’


  ‘So that’s where this came from,’ Rollo said without taking his eyes from the photo.


  ‘You can deduce that, I’m not telling you,’ Moore said carefully, retrieving the photos and putting them back in his wallet. ‘But we have our contacts and resources.’


  ‘So I’m learning. Why did Carol go to you?’


  Tom Moore shifted in his seat as though not very comfortable. The train ran into a station and there was the noise of passengers entering and leaving before the train was again moving and the wheels covering the sound of carefully pitched voices.


  ‘You ask some damned awkward questions.’


  But Rollo wasn’t being put off. He said, ‘She must have heard of you from someone. She isn’t the sort of girl who sticks pins in a list to find a winner at Epsom.’


  The other man was silent so long that Rollo was beginning to think he wouldn’t be answered. But suddenly Moore leaned towards him again and said, ‘I think Peggy gave her the clue to us. But don’t ask me why. That would be too much.’


  ‘Very well. But who in God’s name is Peggy?’


  ‘Margaret Wilson, her aunt. She was fool enough to marry a phoenix.’


  ‘Then you’re convinced Peel isn’t dead, that it was someone else who was burned in the flat?’ Rollo said quickly.


  ‘Not quite so fast, Mr Hackley,’ said the other. ‘I’m not convinced — no. Nor’s Dick Temple, as I believe he’s told you. But we’re both open to be convinced, for what that’s worth to you. And there’s no harm in a man talking to convince himself if he’s got a good argument going for him. Is there?’ he challenged.


  Rollo looked at him, grinned, and shook his head.


  ‘You’re beginning to give me an appetite and’ — he looked at his watch — ‘it still isn’t eleven o’clock. But tell me something. Why didn’t we come by car?’


  ‘Cars can’t go where we might want to,’ Tom Moore told him, somewhat enigmatically.


  Before turning into the Burroughs Hotel, which had a very colourful and involved coat of arms painted on a signboard in the space separating the car-park from the forecourt proper, Moore took his companion for a short bus ride and then they walked to Cotswold Crescent and halfway down passed what looked like a large double-fronted house but was really a group of four flats, two downstairs and two up, separated by a central entrance and staircase. The upstairs left-hand flat looked to have been newly decorated inside and out and was unoccupied, for there was an estate agent’s ‘To let’ sign on two of the windows.


  The estate agent’s name was the same as that on the map Mellie Smallwood had produced when she called on him.


  ‘Where’s Carol’s aunt now?’ Rollo asked.


  ‘My partner’s working on it. That might be something Frank Drury would like to know — if he doesn’t already. He and Hazard can be damned close when it suits them. But we can’t do anything about it. They’re in a position to make the rules, not us.’


  By the time they reached the Burroughs Hotel it was nearly five and twenty past twelve. They walked into the large, light, and pleasantly airy saloon bar and Rollo ordered drinks. There were more than a dozen in the bar besides themselves and other customers were dropping in every few minutes. Most of the talk was about the strike of workers at power-generating plants. One or two were developing pet theories about the reported jewel raids in the hours when London was virtually blacked out. In a couple of corners the inevitable latest pornographic joke was being passed on to alcoholic grunts of appreciation.


  ‘How about another?’ asked Moore, pointing to Rollo’s empty glass.


  ‘Upstairs when we’ve got a table. I saw the menu outside had a notice that the dining-room’s upstairs.’


  A breezy waitress with a fixed smile between her shoulder-length strands of straight hair offered them a table in an angle across from the door. She brought them the food and beer ordered, and they were halfway through a palatable meal that was not ruined with soggy vegetables when Rollo took the glass of beer from in front of his face and said to the man opposite, ‘Don’t look round now, but unless that was a lousy photo you showed me, and it was of the wrong man, Humphrey Peel’s just come in, dressed in hippie gear and wearing a pair of Hollywood-style sunglasses.’
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  Tom Moore, continuing to masticate a mouthful of steak and kidney pie, kept his eyes on his plate. Somehow he managed to let his knife slip to the floor as he reached for the mustard pot. To recover it he twisted round in his chair and as he stooped to pick up the knife he shot a glance at the end table.


  He straightened, made a show of wiping his knife on his paper napkin, and as he gathered another forkful of food, said quietly, ‘That’s him. If his fingerprints don’t lie,’ he added with a touch of cynicism Rollo had come to expect from him.


  It was at that moment, when what he had so far done seemed justified, that Rollo was overtaken by his first serious doubt. He had been acting on the assumption that if Peel was alive, then where he was Carol might not be far away. Which was all very well provided Carol wanted to be found.


  But suppose she didn’t. In that case, what was he doing to her? Tying her in with a crook, a man who could be involved in God knows what kind of mayhem and — murder.


  He hesitated before admitting the last word in any catalogue of crimes, but he realized that was what he was afraid of and had been afraid of ever since he had felt apprehensive soon after he had woken up that morning.


  He seemed to struggle out of a trance state when he heard the man eating steak and kidney pie say through a mouthful of food, ‘For God’s sake don’t look like you’ve been petrified. Get stuck into your pork chop.’


  Rollo made the effort to comply although his appetite had gone and the food in his mouth now tasted like indiarubber he could chew but not swallow.


  He drank some more of his beer and it nearly choked him. Moore said, ‘You’re pretty damned keen on her, aren’t you?’


  Rollo lifted his gaze and looked at the other, who nodded and said, ‘You don’t have to answer. It’s written all over your face, and that’s the wrong place right this minute. Scrub it off. You’re facing Peel, and for all I know those dark glasses of his could be telescopes.’


  Rollo grinned. ‘Binoculars might fit better.’ His grin vanished as he reported, ‘Those ears — I can’t be mistaken, and red-grey hair — ’


  ‘Vince?’


  ‘He’s joined Peel at the end table, and a waitress is crossing to them with a bottle, glasses, and a siphon.’


  ‘Sounds like a business session.’ Moore cleared his plate and sat back. ‘Something else I ought to tell you now. Peel was Vince’s tenant.’ When Rollo was about to ask a question Moore shook his head and said, ‘I know. Do I mean Vince is the landlord of those flats in Cotswold Crescent? I do. Now the hare seems to be running I think you should know.’


  ‘Anything else, while you think of it?’


  Moore eased a shred of meat from between two teeth with a fingernail and was in time to tell the waitress who approached that he would like apple pie with custard, not cream.


  ‘Same for me,’ Rollo added, ‘but with cream.’


  ‘Coffees?’ she asked.


  ‘Two — white,’ said Moore.


  ‘One black,’ Rollo corrected.


  The waitress moved away and Moore said, ‘I wasn’t holding out on you, just not telling you a detail that could have had no importance, but suddenly seems to have. Anyway, you’re not a client. Or are you?’ he asked, widening his eyes.


  ‘I’ll take up that with Mr Temple, I think,’ Rollo said cautiously, fighting down freshly rising anger.


  ‘You don’t think a hell of a lot of me, do you?’ Moore grinned.


  ‘I’m having lunch with you.’


  ‘True. Well, I’ll tell you something, Mr Hackley. I was wrong not to come by car. My guess is we’ll need one. So as soon as the grub’s cleared, you sneak out and collect a cab. Hold it till I join you.’


  Rollo didn’t ask questions he knew could be resented. After all, Moore had made a concession by admitting he had been wrong. Rollo didn’t want to press his luck with the other. The waitress arrived with their orders for apple pie and coffee, and four minutes later Rollo slid out of his seat, started to walk away, only to turn back.


  ‘I’ll settle the bill. You get a taxi,’ Moore grunted.


  Ten minutes later Moore joined him in the taxi he had flagged down and was now parked on the far side of the Burroughs Hotel, where the car-park could be observed.


  ‘Peel’s leaving,’ the ex-Yard man said as he dropped down on the seat beside Rollo and stretched his legs. ‘Here he comes.’


  The figure with a face half covered with hair and hippie-style dark glasses left the hotel and crossed to a blue Escort. Watching the man walk, Rollo had the impression that Humphrey Peel was trying to look younger than his age, but his mind wasn’t concentrating on the man’s possible disguise. He was turning over the situation created when it was discovered that a dead man’s fingerprint had been found at the scene of a murder. That and the implications for the girl he loved.


  The taxi followed the Escort south and then west.


  ‘Where the devil is he making for?’ Rollo asked his frowning companion.


  ‘I’m not sure, but we’ll soon be in the Paddington area,’ said Moore.


  Five minutes later he said, ‘Damn me — Little Venice. He’s making for Little Venice.’


  Rollo had heard of that section of the Grand Union Canal that had a colony of houseboats, but he had never been to the district. What if Carol were kept prisoner on one of them? Even as the question took shape in his mind he asked himself why should she be a prisoner? Could it be that she knew something that spelled danger for the hippie-looking man driving the blue Escort? He was suddenly anxious to confront Peel and make the man talk. He glanced sideways and saw that Moore was watching him.


  ‘Don’t get in a sweat, Mr Hackley,’ advised the man with a hard grey gaze. ‘Keep your cool. So far as I know Peel isn’t a boat lover.’


  It was not far from the canal that the taxi stopped when the blue Escort was seen parked at the kerb outside a warehouse, set back from the street by a low wall with open gates. The place looked deserted. Some of the grime-covered windows were broken and there was a cement way leading to another building, as derelict and deserted-looking as the first, which gave on to the canal. Between this building and another brick wall, Rollo caught a glimpse of a boat with washing hanging on a line. The boat was moored on the far side of the canal.


  Rollo paid off the taxi, and as it turned back the way they had come Moore said, ‘It’ll be a problem getting another in this neighbourhood.’


  ‘We may not want one,’ Rollo told him. ‘We could make sure this doesn’t start.’


  He pointed to the Escort, but Moore shook his head. ‘Dick wouldn’t like me to break an agency rule — never to break the law.’ He grinned sardonically. ‘Besides, we may want to borrow it, as the car thieves say in court. Come on. Following Peel can’t be called trespassing. The place is empty.’


  As there was no ready place of entry to the building on the road, they followed the littered cement apron to the second overlooking the canal. When they turned an angle of the wall they saw an open door.


  ‘He’s making it almost too damned easy. I don’t like it,’ Moore grunted. ‘He could have spotted our taxi tailing him.’ He broke off, rubbing his chin. ‘I’ll go first. You keep back, sort of cover me.’


  In this fashion they entered through the open door and moved towards a gloomy area of dust and dirt on the canal side of the building. The windows were so covered with grime it was impossible to see clearly the old crates and barrels left in a place where apparently produce brought in canal barges had formerly been stored.


  Moore produced his lighter, and was examining a door at the far end. He moved a hinged bar and something metallic clattered to the stone floor. Rollo heard the detective’s muttered imprecation as he stooped and picked up the open padlock. Before he could straighten the door opened. It must have been well-oiled, for its hinges did not squeak. Too late, Moore tried to come upright and move away at the same time.


  He fell when something heavy beat against his head.


  Rollo could not see who wielded the weapon, for the man was shielded by the open door. He sprang forward, shouting, reached the door, and found no one there. He turned quickly, but tripped over Moore’s prone bulk. He was on his hands and knees, his head lifting, when a heavy blow knocked him unconscious.
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  Rollo came awake with a bright light burning over his face. When he tried to rise he found his limbs were tied. He sank back and said to whoever was behind the glare, ‘What’s the point of tying me up?’ He closed his eyes. ‘Take that damned glare away.’


  ‘When I know who you are and why you’ve followed me,’ said a voice with a distinct Midlands accent.


  Rollo felt he could only lose by playing a cat-and-mouse game. Shock tactics, on the other hand, just might work.


  ‘I’m a reporter and I want to know how a dead man can leave a fingerprint at the scene of a murder.’


  He heard the man holding the torch steady catch his breath. It was the only sound, followed by silence until the other spoke.


  ‘A dead man can’t be convicted of murder,’ was the quiet reply, which was unsettling.


  Rollo raised himself as high as he could and snapped, ‘Where is Carol? You’re her uncle, Peel, and you know why she’s disappeared.’


  ‘I was about to ask you that question, Hackley,’ came the quiet and still more unsettling rejoinder.


  ‘You mean you don’t know where she is?’ Rollo’s voice was thick with incredulity and disbelief. ‘Why, damn it, you’re the reason she broke off our engagement.’ He stopped, eyes widening, so that he winced against the glare, and fell back prone. ‘How do you know my name?’


  ‘I’ve searched your pockets.’


  ‘Carol’s told you about me. After all, she would have told her aunt.’


  The light went out, and darkness wrapped Rollo’s head like a thick, cool bandage. He wondered how it could be so dark on an autumn afternoon and decided he might have been brought to a cellar. But where was Moore? He listened, trying to catch sound of the other’s breathing, but could not even hear the breathing of the man who had doused the torch.


  The smooth voice said out of the darkness, ‘You can’t see me, Hackley, but I can see you clearly.’


  Rollo tried to laugh. It didn’t sound a very good effort.


  ‘You some sort of cat that can see in the dark?’ he gibed.


  ‘I can see in the dark — yes. Darkness is my noon. I live in the shade other men shun.’


  On the point of laughing again at this preposterous notion, Rollo lay silent and tense, aware of memory tilting pieces of a kaleidoscope in his mind — the blue Escort making no real speed, as though the driver had to be careful as he avoided fast traffic, a jewel thief who vanished during the power cuts as though he could drive without lights, a killer who had escaped from a house leaving lights blazing as though he could not stand their brightness. The memory bits shook again, and Rollo’s mental kaleidoscope revealed a girl running away because she had learned a truth that she couldn’t live with. The girl, when she turned, had Carol’s scared face and there were tears in her eyes that dropped on to a sheet of paper on which she had been writing.


  The pictures in his mind were grotesque, but they were strung together like parts of a film from which they had been cut and put together in the wrong sequence.


  He felt himself shivering though he was aware that there was moisture on his face and between his shoulders and on the backs of his hands.


  The voice in the dark spoke again. ‘Have you heard of nyctalopia?’


  That word smashed the kaleidoscope. Nyctalopia — day blindness. Otherwise night sight! The man who had bound him was a nyctalops!


  ‘I can see by the look on your face that you have. So you believe you understand now something that was a mystery to you. About Humphrey Peel?’


  ‘Or someone that has stepped into Humphrey Peel’s shoes,’ Rollo said thickly.


  ‘I think you’d better continue,’ said the voice in the dark.


  Rollo sensed the challenge underlying the words, and felt that he could best help himself by accepting it and increasing the other’s uncertainty.


  ‘I believe I know the secret of a jewel thief who has been using the nightly power cuts for getting away in an unlit car, and why a certain fingerprint was left recently in Croft Avenue.’


  ‘Let’s check. Go on, Hackley. I admit I’m very interested.’


  Rollo decided he had detected a note of anxiety in the softly spoken words, and swift elation gripped him, but he strove not to look pleased at the emotional surge. Perhaps he could get this man who had tied him up to make an unwary admission. One from which there would be no retreat.


  ‘All right, let me put it this way,’ he said, like a man striving to arrange his thoughts in order. ‘Peel is believed dead. But his fingerprints appear, which is a puzzle the police can’t solve. At least, they can’t make out a case against a dead man. All they can do is try to catch a man who isn’t dead. A man who gets no publicity because his fingerprints belong to a dead man. How’s that?’


  There was no reply. He could hear no breathing, and wondered if the other had sneaked away silently in the darkness. When the words came they took him by surprise.


  ‘Hackley, you’ll have to die.’


  They were spilled like drops of oil on a pool. They remained floating in the darkness, almost tangible. Rollo wondered if he was the captive of a madman. He was about to ask again about Carol while he had the opportunity when another voice called from beyond the darkness.


  ‘Where the hell are you?’


  Chair legs scraped in the dark, feet padded across the floor with a slithering sound. A key scraped in a lock and a door opened a little to let chinks of light spread like bright rain across the floor. They faded before they reached Rollo’s tied feet.


  ‘Look, the latest radio news says Drury’s made a breakthrough, whatever the hell that means, but it can only be bad, and — ’


  ‘Shut up,’ said the voice that had been talking to Rollo.


  ‘Damn it, we’ve got to find the girl!’


  The door slammed, cutting off further speech. Beyond it a man shouted angrily, then there was silence save for the slithering steps. The torch blazed again, stinging Rollo’s eyes. Darkness once more, and he was seized, a blindfold slipped over his eyes, and he was carried across stone flooring to a door and out to a car. He thought there were three men in it. How long the drive took he didn’t know, but the men got out and later returned with a newcomer, who was complaining.


  ‘I don’t like it. I don’t like it.’


  ‘You don’t have to, Vince. Get in.’


  The last two words were a command. The car drove on again, to stop a second time with another command. ‘Out, Vince.’ There were words of protest, but finally the command was obeyed — after the sound of a blow and a grunt of pain that was quickly stifled.


  ‘Let her have it,’ said the voice from the darkness.


  The man behind the wheel trod on the accelerator. The engine roared. Over the sound came the staccato sound of several shots from a gun.


  ‘That’s enough.’


  The engine’s note dropped to a purr. Rollo felt his right hand seized and his fingers were forced around something that he knew was the butt of an automatic. His palm was also pressed against the gun butt although he tried to resist.


  His hand was released, the gun butt removed from contact with his flesh.


  ‘Leave the gun by the body,’ said the voice that now sounded to the blindfolded man like the voice of a personal doom. ‘The fuzz will climb through their own skulls when they find the prints of another dead man on it.’


  The soft laughter that followed the words made Rollo feel sick. Not for himself. For Carol.


  He had failed her.


  Chapter 5


  Bill Hazard shared an uneasy glance between the two visitors sitting in Frank Drury’s office at Scotland Yard. Drury was in the canteen, imbibing tea and working on some notes. He had left his assistant to make the running, though at the moment Hazard was more inclined to crawl.


  He had listened through Tom Moore’s story of how he had been knocked down in the warehouse in Little Venice, but had come to and managed to escape by dropping from a window into the canal. He had swum to a houseboat, where he had been helped aboard, allowed to dry out, and given hot tea and toast by a woman who more than half suspected him of being drunk.


  He had phoned Dick Temple, who had got on to Mellie Smallwood. The meeting at the Yard had been set up in a hurry and Hazard had done his job of monitoring the news for his chief.


  ‘You’ve stuck your neck out, Tom,’ he said gloomily.


  ‘Just don’t let Drury chop through it, Bill. That’s all I ask. We weren’t meddling. We were trying to find a client who hasn’t officially been reported missing. Okay?’


  ‘I’ll see.’ Hazard looked at the girl, who stared back at him as though he was transparent. He wanted to tell her she shouldn’t wear mauve bell-bottom slacks because they did the wrong thing for hips hidden by a purple jersey coat. And he wasn’t much taken by the chrome chain she wore, which joined a piece of twisted wrought-iron gate ornament, or so it seemed, just where the purple joined the mauve. ‘But no promises,’ he added, rising.


  As he entered the canteen Frank Drury looked up from the foolscap sheet of writing in front of him.


  ‘Well?’ he asked.


  ‘You’d better take over.’


  ‘Tell me why, Bill, and make it short.’


  Hazard sat down without bothering to collect a cup of tea and told Drury what he had learned.


  ‘All right, now I know, Bill,’ Drury said. ‘But not why I should talk to Moore — or the girl.’


  ‘Here’s the reason. While Moore was on the house-boat he saw that old warehouse start to smoke. Then the flames rose from it. When he pulled out the fire brigade wasn’t winning a tough contest.’


  ‘So?’


  ‘So he thinks Hackley’s remains could be under that hot pile of crumbling brick.’


  Frank Drury filled his lungs with stale air flavoured with long dead cigarette smoke, rose, and picked up his foolscap sheet of writing.


  ‘I’ll see him, Bill, but I’m getting choked with the damned complications opened up by bloody busybodies. If I’m not satisfied I’m warning Dick Temple to lay off. Does he know that?’


  ‘He knows. It’s why he’s here and why he brought the girl.’


  ‘That could be a clever way to make it look good. Don’t forget he knows the ropes, so he’ll use them to keep from falling flat on his face. Come on, then.’ As Bill Hazard rose to follow him Drury waved him back. ‘Stay and have a cup of char. We can compare notes later. Besides, I don’t want you letting Tom off the hook. This is no time for the old pals’ act.’


  Seven minutes later, minus his foolscap sheet, Drury walked into his own office and sat down facing the pair expecting him.


  ‘Bill’s put me in the picture. Now, first. You’re sure it was Peel you followed?’


  ‘It looked like him.’


  ‘The world’s full of people who look like other folk.’ Drury wasn’t giving an inch.


  ‘All right, so we followed someone who looked like Peel, the uncle of a client. If you want to start checking,’ Moore said, ‘you know where Vince Pallard can be found.’


  ‘That’s the trouble, I don’t. Pallard was picked up in mid-afternoon by — ’ Drury broke off, pulled the phone on his desk towards him and dialled an extension number. ‘What was the number of that blue Escort?’ he asked.


  While he waited Tom Moore took out a notebook, flipped over some pages, and pushed the book on to the desk, finger pointing.


  ‘Thanks,’ Drury said and hung up. He glanced at the number on the page of the notebook and nodded. He waited until Moore had returned the book to his pocket before saying, ‘So the car comes back from that warehouse or what the hell it was, picks up Pallard — ’


  ‘You mean Peel picks him up.’ The interruption came from Mellie Smallwood.


  Drury looked at her as though he found in her face something he had to study closely.


  ‘Humphrey Peel is dead,’ he said uncompromisingly.


  She still came on. ‘All right, this man in dark glasses. Suppose before that warehouse was set on fire Rollo was questioned, and his answers made Peel or whoever it is decide to get away, and he brought Pallard to start the fire. I’ve heard enough to know the two men are working together.’


  Drury continued his close study of her. ‘What’s your real interest, Miss Smallwood?’ He nodded. ‘I know you’re a friend of Carol Wilson. But why’re you pushing?’


  She flushed. ‘I feel responsible for Rollo going after Carol.’


  ‘It was his choice. His and Moore’s.’ Drury brought a hard gaze to bear on the man, whose grey eyes were now masking troublous thoughts. ‘Not your responsibility.’


  ‘You think Rollo had any real choice after I’d brought him that letter and the agency report?’


  Drury started to look annoyed. He wasn’t used to having callers talk back at him. But suddenly he smiled. The smile became ironic, like his voice, when he said, ‘I bet you’ve even decided since Humphrey Peel died in a fire and this warehouse was set on fire we’re dealing with a fire-raiser.’


  Her flush deepened. It was no colour to wear over that deep purple and the mauve slacks. She fingered the iron ornament on the end of the chain. Her mouth compressed. Drury was satisfied that she wouldn’t talk readily for the next few minutes. He turned to Moore.


  ‘You’ve been digging at Humphrey Peel, according to Bill Hazard. You’ll recall the name Clayson. Victor Clayson.’


  ‘Man whose evidence sent Peel down for a five stretch,’ Moore said unhurriedly.


  ‘He’s the dead man Dr Cadman found in Croft Avenue.’


  The ex-Yard man pushed himself erect. His mind was already functioning like a computer that had received a request and was coming up with an answer.


  ‘My God! Then that fingerprint you found could mean’ — he hesitated and asked — ‘revenge?’


  Drury shrugged non-committally. ‘Clayson had his hands deep in some piece of fraud. We’re sure of that, but we don’t know what — yet. We do know he was very friendly with the wife of a bank manager named Weddon. Mean anything to you?’


  He looked at each of his visitors inquiringly. Both shook their heads.


  ‘Beryl Weddon is a redhead who likes to dress as though she was fifteen years younger. That may be her trouble — scared of losing sight of her youth. Well, she made a bad mistake in picking Vic Clayson to find it for her. You won’t get this in a Yard Press Bureau handout, but both of you had better remember the facts and tell me if you learn anything that enlarges what I’m telling you. We found the heels of a woman’s shoes imprinted in the ground between the shrubs in the garden of Holly Lawn, the Croft Avenue house. We also know cheques signed by Weddon have gone through Clayson’s account. There’s something else. We know a car without lights was seen in that area prior to Dr Cadman finding the body. It could have been this thief who has been lifting well-insured jewellery.’


  ‘Who saw the car?’ Moore asked.


  ‘A constable who phoned in. A squad car crew later thought they saw the car but lost it in the unlit streets. Later another constable reported a car without lights driving well within the speed limit. He was too far away to get the number, but he thought it was a blue Ford.’


  ‘Clayson was stabbed,’ Moore pointed out, hoping Drury would add something.


  He wasn’t disappointed.


  ‘With one of his own collection of knives. At least, they belonged to a man named Paul Henrickson, which was Clayson under another name. He had a brother who drove fast cars and had the collection of cutlery. When the brother wrapped his car around some tree on the Continent the knives came to Clayson, who had become Henrickson. That’s all that did come to him except some debts, which apparently the family good name didn’t compel him to settle. Or maybe that’s why he changed it. Oh, we found something else in Croft Avenue, actually inside the house.’ Drury had sounded like a man interrupting himself when he recalled something that had slipped his mind. ‘I’ve got it here.’


  The act was a little too pat for Tom Moore, and had been used too often. He could remember when he had used it to help convict a crook with an obsession for breaking into houses while wearing a clown’s mask. The ex-Yard man managed, however, to keep his face a blank when Drury shot him a fast glance as the Superintendent removed a piece of cotton wool from a drawer of the desk. He unfolded the soft covering and revealed a brooch shaped like a sprig of leaves. It wasn’t a high-priced piece of jewellery, but it wasn’t junk.


  He pushed the cotton wool forward.


  Mellie Smallwood choked.


  ‘Yes, Miss Smallwood?’ Drury said.


  ‘That’s Carol’s,’ she said, having trouble with her breathing, as though the room lacked air. ‘I gave it to her for her birthday.’


  ‘Make sure, but don’t handle it,’ Drury told her.


  She stood over the brooch and her hands clenched.


  ‘I’m not mistaken, Mr Drury.’


  ‘Any idea how it came to be in Croft Avenue?’


  ‘I can’t begin to think of one.’


  ‘What sort of heels did she usually have on her shoes?’


  The unhappy girl’s hands clenched again. ‘Cuban.’ She forced the word between teeth that were not easy to prise apart.


  ‘Size?’


  ‘Four and a half.’


  ‘Height about five foot six, you’d say?’


  ‘About that, yes.’


  ‘Beryl Weddon takes a full size larger — five and a half, sometimes a six. She’s five foot eight.’


  Mellie looked at him miserably, saying nothing. She turned to the man who had brought her. Tom Moore was looking the other way, with an expression on his grey face that could have been caused by toothache, but wasn’t. Moore had dentures.


  ‘Well?’ Drury prompted, careful not to register impatience.


  ‘Carol’s in danger. I told Rollo. This proves it,’ she said, hurrying the words.


  Drury pointed to the brooch. ‘I’m not sure what this proves. In fact — ’


  He didn’t go on. Mellie Smallwood had burst into tears. Drury gestured Moore, who was on his feet, to take her out.


  ‘I’ll be in touch with Dick Temple,’ he said. When Moore would have spoken he added, ‘Not now,’ and repeated the gesture.


  As soon as the door closed after Moore and the girl he dialled another extension number and told the listener at the other end, ‘Miss Smallwood’s leaving with Tom Moore. I want her watched for the next twenty-four hours.’


  Bill Hazard came in as Drury hung up and asked a question with his eyes.


  ‘We’ll take a look at that warehouse. What’s left of it.’


  In Little Venice the fire was out and the fire brigade had gone. A constable remained on guard at the gutted premises. Drury asked the man a few questions, then returned to the car and told Hazard, ‘Edgware. We’ll see if Pallard’s returned.’


  He hadn’t, and the lanky character with yellow teeth and hair like strands from a damp hayrick who introduced himself as the head barman said he didn’t know when the boss would be back, and he didn’t think Mrs Tucker did either. Mrs Tucker was the housekeeper who took care of the flat attached to the Burroughs Hotel. She was middle-aged, with dyed brown hair, surprisingly good legs under her short skirt, and an inbuilt air of suspicion which a too-red smile did nothing to adulterate.


  Listening to her denials, Drury wondered if she had ever met the man who employed her. She made him sound like a stranger about whom she knew nothing and could guess less.


  The unsatisfactory interview wasn’t over when the chief barman appeared to say the Yard wanted Superintendent Drury. At that Mrs Tucker’s mind behaved like a needle in a well-worn groove.


  ‘Mr Drury will take the call in here, Sid.’


  There was no question as to who was the boss in Vince Pallard’s absence.


  Drury picked up the phone when the house connection was made. He asked three questions and grunted twice before he replaced the receiver. Mrs Tucker’s bright, beady gaze was full of fresh suspicion.


  ‘Vince?’ she said.


  It was a good guess, if that is what it was.


  ‘He’s been picked up on Western Avenue.’


  ‘For what? What’s he done?’ the woman snapped, anger winding a steel thread through her tone.


  ‘For being dead.’


  ‘Oh, my God!’


  ‘He was shot three times, and a gun was found by the body. The fingerprints found on it are being checked out.’


  The angry woman said waspishly, ‘You don’t have to waste time being clever. I know who killed him — that swine with the dark glasses. I warned Vince. I told him he was a damned fool. You know what he said? He couldn’t help himself. I ask you. I ask you,’ she repeated, biting through the words with her porcelain dentures. ‘Just like he was queer for that damned dropout.’
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  As the car sped away after the shooting of Vince Pallard, Rollo lay uncomfortably in the back thinking miserably of the mess he had made of things. Too late, he was blaming himself for not contacting Superintendent Drury. So far as he knew, Tom Moore was dead, and now he was threatened because he had blundered into learning too much.


  The blindfold dragged over his closed eyes had been taped too tightly, tearing at the skin, and there was an ache in his back from lying half doubled over where he had been thrust out of sight. But lurching to the roll of the car, with new pains invading his mistreated body every few minutes, he forced himself to keep from contemplation of his own plight.


  He kept telling himself he had to think of Carol.


  This crazy bandit in dark glasses who looked like a hippie someone had created out of the body of a near-blind forger, was a night creature, who lived by preference in darkness, when no one saw his face unmasked.


  A new-style invisible man, one concealed in a false body. In daylight he used those glasses, hippie clothes and hairstyle, a character few looked at once, much less twice. At night he could discard those glasses because in darkness he saw things as other men did in daytime.


  He had no idea of how long the car had been travelling, but he knew when it had left behind the London suburbs and was passing through a countryside of trees and open fields. The air was different as it blew through the open window beside the driver. Occasionally a man said something in a low-pitched voice, when someone else would grunt an unintelligible answer. Conversation didn’t flourish and it certainly wasn’t encouraged. At times a cigarette would be lit and the interior of the car would reek of the exhaled smoke until the air from the window beside the driver shredded the fug. Later the window was closed as rain beat down, but after the shower it was opened again. The car did not stop.


  Not until shortly after the wheels churned across gravel. Then Rollo was hauled, full of cramps, from his doubled-up position and, with a man on each side propping him up, forced to walk up the steps of a porch. He was taken into a room in a house and dumped on a settee. The men went out and more time passed before he heard the door open again, close, and the sound of an electric fire being plugged into a wall socket. Next his limbs were untied and then the taped blindfold was removed from his face.


  He lolled against the settee in darkness save for the glow of the electric fire, which was behind the settee, so that its shadow was large on the wall facing him.


  From behind him the voice he hated asked, ‘How long have you known Carol Wilson?’


  His answer surprised himself. ‘Long enough to fall in love with her.’


  ‘Your bad luck, Hackley. Had you not done so you wouldn’t be here now. I’ve no alternative but to kill you before tomorrow.’


  The killer in the shade.


  The phrase echoed in Rollo’s angry and bemused mind like a mocking promise, but he struggled to find understanding. Even a madman had reasons. Mad reasons.


  He asked, ‘Why the hell did you have to drag me here?’


  ‘I’m going to give you a chance to make a real scoop. You won’t see it in print, but it will carry your name. You’ll be famous for a few hours. That’s more fame than most people manage in a lifetime.’


  Mad, Rollo repeated to himself, but he was wanting the other to continue with this incredible folly. The speaker went on, quite unperturbed at the lack of response in his audience.


  ‘You know I am practically blind by normal standards, but I have night sight. What you don’t know is that I am as clever with a pen as Humphrey Peel, who is dead. Dead,’ the speaker insisted. There was a pause in which Rollo sat listening to the other’s ragged breathing, as though the man was struggling under some emotional stress and trying to control his feelings.


  ‘Humphrey Peel was released from jail after being sentenced to five years on perjured evidence. He left prison determined to collect compensation. Oh, the cops kept tabs on him, but within a few months Humphrey Peel was dead. In his place there was a criminal many times more able to baffle the police. That new personality was made in prison, Hackley. You’re going to have the chance to tell the truth.’


  ‘No one will believe it,’ Rollo said.


  ‘That is an immaterial side issue,’ said the man he couldn’t see. ‘Few believe the Bible today, but it is still the world’s biggest best-seller. To get back to my story. There are persons I can trust and some I can’t. Those I can’t trust will be removed.’


  ‘Like Vince Pallard?’


  Again his own reaction surprised Rollo. He expected a display of anger, but instead received a reasoned reply.


  ‘Vince was a fool. He didn’t know when loyalty was required. Maybe because he had never learned what it was. No one will miss him unless it is that Tucker woman who poses as his housekeeper.’


  When the speaker paused Rollo had his next question lined up. ‘How will finding my fingerprints on the gun that killed him help you?’


  The man laughed on a jarring note. ‘You sound bitter, but I can make allowances. You should remember that most criminals who are caught overlook at least one important detail. I shall avoid that mistake. Always, when I do something that will be investigated by the police, there will be a clue pointing in another direction.’ There was a pause before the speaker said in a lower voice, ‘You see, a crime that points in no direction can be a mistake. It usually ends up pointing to a prison cell. No matter what the police suspect, your fingerprints will be on the murder weapon. The police will not be able to ignore that basic fact. Nor will they be able to get past it.’


  Rollo’s cramps and body pains had largely subsided. He started to lift on to his feet, wishing to turn and confront his strange inquisitor in the fire-glow, but the man said sharply, ‘Sit down and remain facing the wall, you fool. I have you covered with a gun. Get it into your damned head that you can do nothing — nothing, except what I tell you.’


  The words were uttered as though the speaker hated him. Rollo pressed against the back of the settee, his mind dizzy. Then the angry voice changed back to that slurring, almost introspective sound.


  ‘But I’m going to tell you something else. Tomorrow a branch of the National City Bank will be raided if there is a power cut, and there will be. Those strikers have got the bit between their teeth. Only one thing will take them back to work — cash. Well, their obstinacy is my opportunity.’


  ‘Robbing a bank is very different from lifting jewels from a private house or even a closed West End shop,’ Rollo insisted, hoping to rile the other.


  He didn’t succeed.


  ‘Of course, but that is allowed for. Just as I have allowed for never using the same cover twice.’


  ‘How do you mean?’


  ‘The warehouse to which you followed me is by now a fire-gutted ruin.’


  Rollo shivered. ‘What about Moore?’


  ‘Your companion? I think he recovered, tried to get away, and fell from a window into the canal and was drowned.’


  ‘Oh, my God!’ muttered Rollo, appalled by this news.


  ‘If he were alive he would probably think you perished in the flames.’


  ‘Like Humphrey Peel in the flat in Cotswold Crescent.’


  ‘Precisely. I used that flat once, and then it was destroyed. I refused to make the mistake of using it twice. Now you are shocked by what you consider my ruthlessness. Am I right?’


  ‘You’re mad.’


  ‘Don’t be tedious. It’s the worst fault in any writer.’


  ‘Then prove you’re sane.’


  ‘Ah! Clever of you. But I can do just that simply because you are to die, in order to complicate things for the very persistent Superintendent Frank Drury.’ The man behind Rollo made sounds that suggested he was laughing at a private joke. ‘I’m sane, Hackley, because I’m able to tell you that the remains found in the upstairs flat at Cotswold Crescent, and formally identified as those of Humphrey Peel, belonged to a certain Anthony Arbuthnot.’


  ‘The missing plastic surgeon!’


  ‘Of course you would know of his disappearance, you’re a journalist. But in that case you must understand why I am sane.’


  Rollo shut his eyes, tired of that large black shadow on the nearby wall, and silently allowed the other full marks for a scheme he must have spent those years in prison perfecting. He had had his face changed from the police mug shots. Not enough to make him look suspiciously different, but the differences would show in close-ups and they would be important. The dark sunglasses and the restyled hair, especially over the face, would make recognition difficult. He remembered how he had seen the man enter the dining-room at the Burroughs Hotel and jumped to the conclusion it was Peel because he had allowed for the differences hair-style and appearance made from the photo Tom Moore had shown him. It was Humphrey Peel with his hair and whiskers made to look like the man behind him. Remove the hair and whiskers and change the clothing and the differences created in the face by Anthony Arbuthnot would become important.


  Also, the man who had created those differences was dead.


  As Rollo Hackley would be now that he had been told too much to allow him to remain alive.


  ‘No questions?’ mocked the other’s voice, a sharp-edged intrusion in a growing silence.


  ‘When do I get to write what I know?’


  ‘Soon. I’ve a typewriter waiting in another room.’


  ‘The point, though. I don’t get it.’


  ‘Drury will. It’ll read like someone on LSD or a killer who has shot a man trying to throw the suspicion on someone else, a last desperate expedient.’


  The reasoning behind that struck Rollo as possibly faulty. The trouble was he couldn’t find the fault.


  ‘All right, then, suppose I refuse?’


  ‘Refusal could hurt Carol Wilson.’


  The reminder was as crushing as a physical blow. Rollo made the effort to rally.


  ‘I seem to remember, at the warehouse, there was some question as to where she is. Have you had time since then to find out?’


  ‘Don’t play games with me, Hackley.’


  There was menace in the voice, but something else — the speaker was rattled. For the first time. Which meant Carol’s whereabouts remained unknown and the fact was worrying this incredible uncle of hers.


  ‘Murder and kidnapping isn’t my idea of a game,’ Rollo staid, standing up. ‘If you’re going to shoot me in any case, I might as well see you at close hand.’


  ‘Sit down, damn you!’ The words were screamed at him in a voice throbbing with panic.


  Rollo continued rising, and turning. He had time to see the large glow-etched shadow of a hand holding a gun and then the door opened and light swam across the room behind the man with the gun, who spun around, his arms rising to shield his eyes from the light.


  For one moment Rollo saw the face of a virtual stranger, now the man was not wearing the large sunglasses.


  That was all Rollo had time to take in before the other figure in the doorway turned sideways and Carol’s voice called, ‘Rollo — quick! Now!’


  Rollo sprang over the settee, aiming a blow at the man with the gun which caused him to lurch away. The younger man was almost thrown off balance, but recovered himself and reached the doorway.


  His arms folded around the girl he loved.


  As they did so the man with the gun fired.


  Chapter 6


  Only the effort Rollo made to throw himself and the girl he clutched sideways saved them. A second shot followed the first, but they were running down a hall, and the sound of bullets striking plastered walls was lost as the girl said urgently, ‘Don’t ask questions, Rollo. No time now. The others will soon be here.’


  A door on their left opened, and a big man with a squat gun filling his right fist stood for a lost moment gaping at them. The surprised man’s fleshy mouth was parting when the light in the hall and the light in the room beyond the big man went out.


  ‘Power cut,’ breathed Carol. ‘Now.’


  The man, who had recovered from his surprise too late, fired into the darkness, and the bullet smashed into woodwork with a wrenching sound before farther up the hall a man who could see in the dark called, ‘Stay out of the way.’


  Rollo was pulled by the girl through a door beyond a staircase, and he blundered into a chair and a table in what he supposed was a kitchen. While he stood cursing Carol opened another door and night chill poured over him. Then he was running with her in the lead through a damp darkness under trees. He almost ran into a stone garden ornament, but was saved by Carol pulling him aside.


  ‘This way.’


  She led him over grass and between tall shrubs, some of which had lost their leaves, which rustled under his hurrying feet. From behind came the sound of excited voices and a man cursing, his tone shriller than the others’.


  ‘Your uncle’s got a swine of a temper,’ Rollo said between gasps of choked-off breath.


  Carol did not reply. She swung right, and they were on a stretch of gravel which narrowed and ended at a gate, through which they passed into a lane. Fifty yards down this lane was a car parked close into a hedge.


  They climbed in and Carol started the engine. She switched on the lights and they roared up the lane and round a bend, where a man’s shape detached itself from a wider gate. He raised a hand.


  ‘He’s going to shoot, Carol!’ Rollo warned.


  Instead of instinctively turning away, the girl, who had already effected a nervy rescue, turned on the car’s main beam, blinding the man. She kept straight at him, and he had to jump aside. Immediately she switched off the lights and let the car take the next fifty yards in the dark, while from behind three wild shots screamed into the night.


  Then Carol switched on the lights again as her foot came down heavily on the accelerator. The car seemed to gather rear legs under itself and spring forward.


  Rollo was trying to control his breathing. When he was able to speak without choking he said, ‘I’ve seen that face before — somewhere.’


  ‘Very likely,’ said the amazingly cool girl at his side, who was handling the car expertly. ‘Until two months ago it was in Walton Jail, Liverpool.’


  ‘Micky Hanlon,’ said Rollo. ‘For a month his arrest was imminent.’ He grinned at the reflection of the headlights on the road. ‘But Fleet Street’s interest in him died when the report proved to be very insubstantial.’


  Carol wasn’t listening. She was turning her head every few seconds, as though expecting to catch the sound of a pursuing car.


  Rollo asked, ‘He’s collected a desperate gang if Hanlon’s a sample.’


  ‘That’s what has driven me wellnigh crazy,’ she said. ‘Suddenly he’s completely changed from a clever crook with a pen, who had stopped being caught with the police having proof which incriminated him. He is sentenced on a piece of perjured evidence, and next he comes out of prison a different man, one with a scheme that attracts men who are desperate.’


  Rollo refrained from asking questions that churned in his brain. Carol had enough on her mind to try to elude a man bent on preventing their escape.


  It was not long before he had lost all sense of direction. At times she drove with only sidelights on, at other times she risked driving with all lights extinguished, and then she drove with dipped headlights. Her average speed was about forty, maintained by some really expert handling of a car that seemed to be part of her.


  Once she spoke, as though the words were an extension of thoughts forcing themselves to surface from her subconscious.


  ‘I’ll never feel safe while he’s alive.’


  Rollo looked at her.


  ‘Carol,’ he said.


  ‘Not now, Rollo,’ she told him tensely.


  Nearly twenty minutes later they were easing their way through traffic approaching Epsom when a police car drew alongside in the darkness of the street, its lights blazing and siren churning a hoarse wail.


  ‘Pull over to the kerb,’ ordered the uniformed man leaning from the open window.


  ‘What the hell,’ Carol muttered, obeying.


  She braked and waited for the policeman to come from the car that had pulled ahead. He had a torch in his hand and was inspecting the car when he was joined by the other man, who had been driving.


  The one with the torch held a brief consultation with the police driver before both came up to where Carol was tapping her foot impatiently on a floorboard.


  ‘Is this your car, ma’am?’ asked the policeman with the torch.


  Rollo guessed what was coming and bit off a groan. Of all the filthy luck!


  ‘No, it belongs to a relative and it’s miss, not ma’am,’ snapped Carol, unable to do better with a temper that was growing threadbare.


  ‘Where does this relative live? Miss,’ the constable added sarcastically.


  ‘Thaxstead High Barn. Shipley. South of Horsham in Sussex.’


  The address was spaced out as the constable wrote the words in a notebook he had produced. The driver held the torch.


  ‘And the relative’s name, miss?’


  Carol did not reply. She sat looking at the waiting constable.


  ‘His name, please,’ the constable repeated shortly.


  ‘One moment,’ Carol said. ‘Do you mind telling me what this is all about?’


  Rollo tried sliding down in his seat to avoid the searching ray of the torch suddenly directed at him.


  ‘No, I don’t mind, not at all, miss,’ said the constable, adopting a fine edge of sarcasm. ‘This car you’re driving, and which you say belongs to a relative of yours, was reported stolen a week ago. I’m surprised it’s still got the same number-plates. But then, it’s difficult to think of everything, isn’t it, miss?’
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  It was an hour and twenty minutes later that Bill Hazard braked outside the police station at Epsom and followed Frank Drury inside, where a uniformed duty inspector showed them to the room where Rollo Hackley and Carol Wilson were sitting, empty tea-cups on the table in front of them and cake crumbs on the pair of canteen plates.


  Rollo had insisted on ringing Drury, and at first his request was considered a crude bluff until he proved that he was a reporter on the staff of the Morning Gazette. After that the temperature had gone down appreciably, some basic refreshments had been produced, and everyone had waited to learn if Drury would take the trouble.


  When he did there was a fresh rise in the temperature, especially for a sarcastic member of a police-car crew, who was glad to be left to Bill Hazard’s questioning, which was limited to about twenty seconds.


  Afterwards Hazard was in time to join his chief in the room where the pair who had been picked up in a stolen car waited to give their explanations, and to hear Drury say, ‘What were you doing in Croft Avenue the night of the murder, Miss Wilson?’


  Carol choked and her eyes grew large, and Rollo did his best to gain a little time for her.


  ‘Look, Superintendent,’ he began, ‘I phoned you. Remember that? If you’re in a hurry — ’


  ‘Hurry!’ snapped Drury, biting the word through. ‘Half the damned West London Salvage Corps has been searching the debris of a gutted warehouse for your remains. They didn’t find them, and for a thundering good reason. You’re running around the countryside in a stolen car with a young woman we’re very anxious to interview. Damn it, you wouldn’t have rung me if the local police hadn’t caught you in that car.’


  ‘That’s not fair,’ Rollo protested.


  ‘It isn’t? I’ll tell you how fair it is. Your fingerprints have been taken from the passenger’s seat of that stolen car while you’ve been waiting. They match prints found on a gun in Western Avenue earlier today beside the body of a man who had been shot.’


  ‘Vince Pallard.’


  ‘Naturally, you would know who it is, wouldn’t you?’


  ‘Not because I saw him and not because I killed him.’


  Drury pulled his chin back on to the knot of his tie. He regarded Rollo archly.


  ‘All right,’ he said. ‘We’ll all make ourselves comfortable and then we’ll hear the story Mr Hackley has to tell us.’


  No one was smiling. Not even Bill Hazard.


  Rollo said, ‘There’s something I’d like to know first.’


  ‘I can guess,’ Drury growled, leaning back in the chair he had selected. ‘What happened to Moore?’ Rollo merely stared at him. ‘He did all right. Drop Tom Moore down a sewer and he’ll come up smelling of Chanel No. 5, none of your sweet violet stuff. He jumped into the Grand Union, frightened the hell out of a woman on a houseboat, who gave him tea and toast while he dried his clothes. If she gave him anything else Moore didn’t say, but any man without his clothes on a houseboat would have a hard time convincing any normal husband about why he was there.’


  Bill Hazard was grinning again. He had made a note to be sure to tell Tom Moore. Drury caught his interest again when he said with his former snap, ‘I’m not forgetting you in Croft Avenue, Miss Wilson, but let’s have Mr Hackley’s story first. Okay, I’m listening,’ he nodded to Rollo.


  Beginning at the beginning, the young journalist told the Yard man all he knew. He knew this was the only chance he would be given for levelling with Drury and getting off a very uncomfortable hook. If later Drury found he had held out on any important detail the Superintendent wouldn’t be friendly, and at the moment Carol had too many avowed enemies.


  Drury interrupted the account with an occasional question to show that he was fitting what he was being told to what he already knew, but for the most part Rollo was heard in a rather glowering silence.


  When he finished Drury said sharply, ‘That the lot?’


  ‘The lot, Superintendent. Now you’ve got the chance to round up the gang at Thaxstead Hill Barn. That’ll stop a break-in at some branch of the National City Bank.’


  ‘So you tell me,’ Drury said. From his tone it was anyone’s guess whether he believed what he had just been told or held some very pertinent reservations. The Yard man turned to Carol. ‘So according to Mr Hackley, you haven’t been having a secret rest cure, Miss Wilson. Perhaps now you’re ready to tell me just what you have been doing.’


  Carol’s face puckered, and Rollo thought she was on the point of bursting into tears, but the grimace changed into a look of twisted anger that surprised him, as did the vehemence of her first words.


  ‘Very readily, Superintendent Drury. But first let me tell you how much I loathe this strange and frightening man who married my Aunt Peggy, my mother’s sister. Neither of my parents are living now. They were killed in a plane crash on a charter flight to Majorca. My mother had some money of her own, and in her will she left two thousand pounds to her sister Margaret, who had married a Humphrey Peel. It was the first time I’d heard her husband’s full name. The few times I’d seen my aunt had been with my parents and they’d always talked of her as being married to someone who was out of the country a great deal. It would have been more truthful if they’d said in the country, for I know now that this uncle of mine by marriage had been in and out of jail regularly. My parents lived in Chester and until I was eighteen I was away at school and was only at home during the holidays.’


  Carol paused as a sharp rap sounded on the door, which opened to admit the head of a uniformed constable, who asked, ‘Any coffee? The inspector would like to know.’


  ‘Four please,’ said Bill Hazard promptly.


  The door closed and Drury asked the girl, ‘When you say it was the first time you’d heard of the husband’s full name, just what do you mean? You knew your aunt was married and her name was Mrs Peel.’


  ‘I mean,’ said Carol, ‘it wasn’t until my mother’s will was read that I heard of Aunt Peggy’s husband as a real person named Humphrey Peel. She had a husband, yes, but he wasn’t talked about and I never thought of him.’


  ‘But you did when your aunt received that legacy from your mother?’


  ‘Yes, she told me the truth, but insisted it need never make any difference to me because she would keep out of my life. She said she owed that to Fred and Betty, my parents, for making a terrible mistake.’


  ‘Did she keep out of your life?’ Drury inquired.


  ‘Yes, until I became ashamed for letting her. I kept wondering what sort of life she had, married to a criminal, and because I’d become engaged to Rollo it seemed I owed her a chance to get some happiness, have someone tell her she was wanted. Can you understand that?’


  The Yard man didn’t have to answer an appeal to his emotions for Rollo said quickly, ‘I can. I think it was a splendid thing for you to do, to overcome your fears and to make the effort to make your aunt feel wanted by her own family.’


  Carol smiled at him. It was a sad smile, clouded with a knowledge he did not share.


  ‘It was a foolish and impulsive act, Rollo. I wanted to keep from feeling bad about her, to be able to tell myself she hadn’t been neglected. To that extent it was a selfish act.’


  Drury coughed, as though to remind the speaker this was a police interview and not a meeting arranged for lovers to adjust their outlooks. However, Carol took no notice of Drury.


  She went on, ‘And it was foolish because my letter was never delivered. I received a reply from Humphrey Peel. He said his wife had died while he was in prison and he had had no way of getting in touch with me. That could have been true. Anyway, it was a shock. I spent days wondering what to do, and finally I went to see the solicitors who had handled my affairs after the death of my parents. They suggested I should have inquiries made.’


  ‘So you went to the Temple-Moore agency.’


  ‘Yes, on the solicitors’ recommendation.’ Carol turned from Rollo to Drury. ‘The curious thing is that the day after I saw Mr Temple and insisted on paying him in advance to procure details about Humphrey Peel I met my uncle.’


  ‘Just a moment,’ Drury broke in. ‘When you saw Temple, did he tell you at the time that he knew of your uncle?’


  ‘No. After all, there could be a dozen men named Humphrey Peel.’ Carol shrugged. ‘In any case, even if he’d suspected, he had to make sure, didn’t he?’


  ‘He didn’t say he had received a cautionary word from the solicitors?’


  ‘No. Would they do that? After all, I could have changed my mind.’


  ‘It is possible they might have thought of protecting your interests. Detective agencies sometimes act more circumspectly when they know a solicitor is watching over the interests of a client. I don’t say that would have made any difference to the agency you chose, Miss Wilson,’ Drury went on hurriedly, ‘but it could have been a precaution.’ He leaned forward. ‘Why did you insist on paying in advance?’


  ‘I merely wanted information. I didn’t want the inquiry to be continued, and I thought if I paid first there would be no question of having further inquiries made.’


  Drury nodded. ‘Very well, Miss Wilson. Now this meeting with your uncle. Let’s have that.’


  The knock on the door was repeated. The uniformed constable came in with a black plastic tray decorated with very solid-looking pink roses. The tray held four cups of coffee in thick cups. He placed the cups of coffee on the table, collected the tea-cups and the plates with the cake crumbs and returned to the door, where he turned his head to say, ‘They’re out of biscuits temporarily in the canteen.’


  ‘That’s all right, constable,’ said Hazard. ‘The coffee will do nicely.’


  Drury pushed two of the coffees towards Rollo and Carol, then felt for the pipe and pouch he usually carried with a packet of cigarettes. He offered the cigarettes with the coffee, and then produced a lighter. After lighting her cigarette Carol resumed as though there had been no interruption.


  ‘I was sitting in a café when a man with dark glasses came in, looked round, and sat down across from me. He wasn’t really dressed like a hippie, though one might have thought so at first glance. He had mod gear and longish hair and those dark sunglasses. There was no grey in his hair, though that doesn’t mean anything these days of hair colouring, but the Fu-Manchu whiskers altered the shape of his chin and face generally. All I knew was I’d never seen him before. He didn’t smile, he didn’t scowl. He just sat there looking at me until I was ready to get up and leave. Then he spoke. ‘I’m your uncle, Carol,’ he said. ‘I married your mother’s sister Margaret.’ That was all, and then he sat there waiting for a big reaction. I’m afraid he was disappointed.’ Carol drank some coffee. ‘Well, he certainly had the answer to that. He knew how to get a reaction.’


  Drury was puffing at his pipe. His cup of coffee was pushed aside, apparently forgotten.


  ‘He told you about himself?’


  ‘Not only about his police record, but he claimed my father had been involved with him in some of his forgeries. I didn’t believe him, but I suddenly wanted to know why he should seek me out and make this preposterous claim.’


  ‘You should have told me, Carol,’ said Rollo. ‘After all, we were engaged.’


  ‘That’s why I couldn’t.’


  ‘You should have asked Dick Temple for advice,’ Hazard pointed out.


  ‘Perhaps I’d be stirring muddy waters. I had to know first before I could do anything. I felt I had to know. So I agreed to meet him. At a place he chose and at night. I went. It was some discothèque behind the King’s Road, Chelsea, where he looked like a dozen others, all wearing those stupid glasses indoors. He told me he wasn’t the man he had been. He had plans, but needed a woman to help him. I asked about my aunt, that’s when I heard what had happened. He seemed to know a great deal about me. He told me I’d best break off my engagement or Rollo would be dealt with, as he put it. I had to leave my job, get Mellie Smallwood out of our flat — oh, he had it all pat. When he said he had plans I didn’t know just how he had involved me in them, but those plans were thorough, I’ll say that for him.’


  ‘He was bluffing,’ Rollo insisted.


  She shook her head. ‘No, Rollo. He not only convinced me he meant what he said. He frightened me. If I didn’t get Mellie out of our flat something would happen to her. Well, first I did that, and then I broke with Rollo. After that I had to be where Rollo couldn’t reach me — or Mellie. He arranged for me to stay at Thaxstead High Barn, which was a kind of headquarters for a small gang he had collected, all of whom were afraid of him, even the man who escaped from Walton Jail.’


  Hazard was about to break in, but Drury waved him to silence.


  ‘When he tricked me into telling him about going to the Temple-Moore agency he was so angry I shook with fright. He was like a maniac. Later he forced me to write to Mellie, asking her to go to the flat and forward any mail to the Burroughs Hotel. Vince Pallard was a contact man for him. I saw him first when he called at Thaxstead. I didn’t take to him or the way he had of looking at me, as though he was keeping a secret from me. It was when my uncle was shouting at Vince Pallard that I crept downstairs and listened to what they were quarrelling about. They were talking about a murder. I stood there in the dark of the hall feeling sick and so damned helpless.’


  Carol stopped to drop the butt of her cigarette in the dregs of her coffee before she went on, ‘The victim was to be some man named Clayson, and when the address in Croft Avenue was mentioned I realized the house was in a district I knew. Rollo’s aunt and uncle live not far away. There were several cars at Thaxstead. I took one and drove, as I thought, ahead of my uncle. But there was another of those power cuts. You might find this hard to believe, but I lost my way and I had to park the car some distance away so as not to run into my uncle, who has a cat’s eyes in the dark. He would have recognized the car. But I arrived too late, and was in the front garden when some middle-aged man came out of the house.’


  ‘Was there light in the house?’ Drury asked.


  ‘No. This power cut was on, and the man had a torch.’


  ‘You saw his face?’


  ‘I had an impression of it,’ she told the Superintendent. ‘He was a stranger, but I think I might recognize him again if I saw him.’


  Drury nodded. ‘Go on, Miss Wilson. What then?’


  ‘He had a handkerchief in his left hand. There was blood on it. I could see this clearly when he used it to open the gate and the torch shone on his left hand.’ Carol took another of Drury’s cigarettes and the Yard man flicked his lighter for her.


  ‘I crept to the road to see him walking fast, the torch waving ahead of him. The road was deserted. I saw him stop, lift the torch, and enter a telephone kiosk. I walked nearer to get a better view. He was dialling a number when I stopped. He wasn’t long on the phone, and when he left the kiosk he stood with his back to me and lit a cigarette. Then he started walking again, continuing down the road, but more slowly.’


  ‘What did you do?’


  ‘I followed him until I saw a car approaching. It stopped when he crossed into the road and waved an arm. The driver was a woman.’


  ‘You saw her clearly?’


  ‘Not clearly. Not much more than an impression.’


  ‘But you’re sure it was a woman, not a long-haired male?’


  ‘It was a woman who opened the passenger door for him,’ Carol said with finality. ‘He got in, the car made a three-point turn and went back the way it had come.’


  ‘Leaving you with no alternative, as you saw it, but to go back to the house,’ Drury said.


  She stared at him through a coiling cloud of cigarette smoke.


  ‘I could have gone back to my car,’ she said.


  Drury’s smile was a wintry effort. ‘But you didn’t.’


  She sighed. ‘No, I didn’t. I’d come too far, and besides I wanted to know if this man Clayson had been murdered. If so, where was my uncle?’ Drury replaced his thin smile with a more encouraging look as he nodded. ‘I reached Holly Lawn and found the front door open. I went inside, pushed the door to, without latching it, and started up the stairs, using my lighter. I was halfway up when the phone rang. I was going down, like a fool, to answer it when I stopped myself. It seemed to go on ringing for a long time. I stood on the stairs in the darkness, clutching my lighter. Suddenly the phone stopped and then the lights came on. I ran up the stairs, fearing what I’d find because no one had answered the phone. I saw the man in the brown suit lying with a knife in his back. That was another time I was nearly sick. I turned round and ran out of the house, but I didn’t reach the front gate before I saw a car draw up, and this time someone I recognized got out and walked into the house.’


  ‘Dr John Cadman,’ Drury said. ‘What size shoes do you take, Miss Wilson?’


  ‘Four and a half. Why?’


  ‘You left prints in the front lawn, and in the house you left something else when you ventured to open a door and investigate.


  Carol looked suddenly warm. ‘My brooch!’


  ‘It’s being taken good care of,’ Drury told her, tapping the cold ash from his pipe into the saucer of his untouched cup of coffee. ‘You drove back to Thaxstead of course.’ Carol nodded. ‘Probably in a stolen car. Just a minute.’ He turned to Hazard. ‘Ask the inspector about that number-plate.’


  Hazard went out and was back three minutes later.


  ‘The car you drove tonight, Miss Wilson,’ said the big Yard man after receiving a signal from Drury, ‘was stolen some days ago. But it’s number-plates had been recently returned after being removed, probably when false ones were used. An examination of the screw threads attaching it to the body shows as much. So when you stole that car and helped Mr Hackley to escape you were running into trouble.’


  Rollo swore. ‘The cunning bastard. That’s why he didn’t overtake you, Carol. He knew what we were running into.’


  Carol looked bewildered. ‘But he also knew we’d talk.’


  ‘Sure we’d talk. But I bet Thaxstead is already deserted except for evidence you’d stayed there, and this uncle of yours is in another bolt-hole, one he had waiting. He told me — remember? — he didn’t use the same cover twice.’


  Drury rose. ‘All right, we’ll get this down on paper later. I’ve still got to reach Thaxstead. What about you two?’


  ‘I’m taking Carol to my Aunt Judy’s,’ Rollo said promptly. ‘She’ll be safe there for the next few days.’
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  An hour and a half later three police cars turned off the Horsham by-pass and kept heading for Shipley, where Hilaire Belloc’s repainted mill was white in a thin wash of moonlight. Twenty minutes later they entered a deserted house set back from a lane. The double gates had a name-plate on each. The left one read ‘Thaxstead,’ the second ‘High Barn’.


  ‘Well,’ grunted a disgusted Frank Drury, ‘we had to be sure, even if it was a waste of time. We’ll have the place gone over in daylight. Drive carefully on the way back, Bill. I’m going to get some shut-eye.’


  It was just about the time Bill Hazard headed back to London that Dr John Cadman had an idea. He rose from the chair in which he was seated and got from a rack of magazines one issued by a local professional association. He turned over several pages until he came to a group of men standing in a double line. Underneath, in small print, was the caption: ‘The Upper Borley Chess Club — members have accepted a challenge from a chess team in Rouen, France.’


  ‘Carol,’ he said to the tired-looking girl who was waiting while Judy Cadman made up a bed for her, ‘take a look at this chess group. Tell me if any face among them seems familiar.’


  Surprised at the request, Carol opened her eyes wide, and looked from John Cadman to the photo. She glanced over the two lines of faces and was on the point of shaking her head and handing back the magazine when she started and sat bolt upright.


  She glanced again at one of the faces in the group.


  ‘My God!’ she said softly, in a tone of awe. ‘This is the man who ran from Holly Lawn holding a bloodstained handkerchief.’


  She pointed to the face of the third man from the left in the front row.


  Dr John Cadman came and leaned over her shoulder and looked at the face just above the end of her shiny fingernail.


  Chapter 7


  Joe Murphy’s broad Irish face creased in an expression compounded of equal parts of disgust and admiration. He slid off the news editor’s desk and, while holding his gaze on Rollo’s face, said to Dan Simpson, ‘Some of us wear our shoe leather through to our socks pounding the pavements for news of evil in the big city — ’


  ‘He means,’ said the Gazette’s news editor, ‘rubbing the seat of his trousers shiny on the hard upholstery of taxis.’


  ‘ — others have it just pour into their lap,’ finished Murphy, his voice becoming sad. ‘Pour, not fall,’ he added. ‘Not even shower — pour, as in downpour.’


  Simpson looked at Rollo with speculative gaze. ‘Drury said we can’t use any of it?’


  ‘That’s what the man said,’ Rollo affirmed.


  The Irishman made a sound that suggested his windpipe had been permanently plugged, finally got words out of his almost closed mouth.


  ‘He can’t stop us doing some research, damn it.’


  Dan Simpson looked almost coy. ‘You thinking what I am, Joe?’


  ‘I’d bet your next pay cheque on it, Daniel.’ Murphy suddenly looked happier. ‘After all, he isn’t officially missing. Just not around. But he was a do-gooder. No family and his only hobby prisoners’ aid. Perfect.’


  Rollo asked, ‘Who are you talking about, Mr Murphy?’


  The sad expression returned to the worldly-wise Irish eyes. ‘Don’t be harsh on me, boy. Anyone as covered in luck as you should call me Joe and stop being bloody formal. Formality doesn’t allow luck to rub off. I’m talking about that goddamn Anthony Arbuthnot. Now there we can start something, like where is he? Who last heard of him? We can really work it into something because we know all the answers, and when we get the word we can use them. Exclusive to the Gazette. Right, Daniel?’


  ‘Right, Joe.’


  Joe Murphy’s voice became sorrowful. ‘But something else is not quite so right, and that’s for you to explain, boy,’ he told Rollo. ‘Tom Moore showed you two photos. Later you recognized Peel although he wore those big sunglasses, had hair all over his face and wore hippie clothes, none of which was in Moore’s photo. How did you do it?’


  ‘It wasn’t really difficult.’


  ‘God, now he’s being modest,’ complained the crime reporter. ‘All right, boy, how easy was it? I’m willing to learn. No one except a damned schoolmaster in Mullingar ever said different, and that bastard was biased.’


  ‘It was the ears,’ Rollo said, suddenly aware that the air in the office was very close.


  ‘The ears, for God’s sake,’ Joe Murphy marvelled. ‘The boy’s been studying Lombroso.’


  ‘They’re pointed and they protrude from the side of his head, and those heavy dark glasses emphasized them — frame them, if you like,’ Rollo said, trying not to sound apologetic, but aware that he wasn’t succeeding.


  Joe Murphy looked overcome. ‘Not if I like, boy. What the hell have my likes got to do with it? Don’t you know that Lombroso stuff is discredited by all modern criminologists? Modern forensic science has even chopped the late Alphonse Bertillon into sacrificial mincemeat and his anthropometric system with him.’


  ‘All right, Joe, that’s enough,’ the news editor said. ‘I’ve still got to get out the next edition.’


  The Irishman looked at his watch. ‘Slave-driver,’ he muttered. ‘The pubs don’t open for another twelve minutes, and I can crawl there in ten.’ He moved towards Rollo, grabbed the young man’s arm. ‘Boy, I feel like buying you a drink. Nothing like the first beer of the day to refresh yesterday’s memory. Come on.’


  Rollo was dragged away from the empty desk on which he had been leaning. He glanced over his shoulder at the news editor. Dan Simpson was frowning at a galley proof, chiselling at the print with a soft-lead pencil like a mason shaping stone into a figure for some anonymous grave. At least, that was what the look of determined distaste on his face suggested.
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  Five minutes after Joe Murphy bought Rollo a pint of keg bitter the Press Information Officer at Scotland Yard released the name of the victim found in Holly Lawn. Within seconds it was ticking over the tapes, ending with the hopeful promise, ‘More to follow’.


  The release had come following the morning interview between Superintendent Frank Drury and the Assistant Commissioner in charge of the Criminal Investigation Department. It had been a tough interview for Drury. He had been asked a great many questions he couldn’t answer, which left him in a sour mood when he returned to his own office.


  Half an hour later he was joined by Bill Hazard, who nicely judged the tension in the atmosphere when his chief frowned at him and asked shortly, ‘Well?’


  ‘She was sure this man in the group of chess players was the man who ran from the Croft Avenue house.’


  ‘So,’ grunted Drury, ‘what have you come up with about Cecil Weddon, a bank manager with a flashy wife?’


  ‘First,’ said Hazard, ‘the bank. It’s a branch of the National City.’


  ‘And you know I hate coincidences, Bill.’ Drury sounded as though the tension was easing and his sour mood lifting, which his assistant found encouraging. ‘Peel has a scheme for lifting the contents of a National City vault, which branch we don’t know. Now Weddon, who was in that house where Clayson was stabbed, is manager of a branch of the same bank. Well, well. Someone’s either taking too many chances or being over-subtle. I can’t decide which, and that isn’t a feeling I enjoy. Go on, Bill.’


  Hazard said, ‘The wife’s a flashy redhead and at one time she was running around with Clayson. That checks with Dr Cadman.’ The inspector rubbed his chin. ‘She spends money freely, clothes, parties, pruning herself and filling the big house they’ve got with pricey modern furniture. He’s a bank manager, but he’s living as though he owns a chain of supermarkets. Holidays by jet in the West Indies, likes race meetings. Very easy go. Not so sure about how easy it is to come by.’


  Drury sat back and felt for his pipe.


  ‘We’d better pay them a visit. The A.C.’s been pushing me for answers, Bill. Maybe the Weddons can supply a few. I’d like that. Especially why he was at Holly Lawn. I’d like to have both of them there, so if one lies the other’s got to follow through with no help.’


  ‘Best time would be around four-thirty,’ Hazard suggested. ‘Gives him time to get home for a cup of tea, feeling relaxed.’


  Drury dragged at his pipe, nodding thoughtfully. ‘Even if she’s out we’ll be taking him by surprise, especially if he hasn’t seen an afternoon edition.’


  ‘With Clayson’s name?’


  Drury nodded again. ‘Yes, the A.C. agreed to let it be released. After all, we’ve been damned close-mouthed about this Holly Lawn murder. Comes the time when it defeats itself. So we give out Clayson’s name.’


  ‘Chances are,’ said Bill Hazard, ‘he will have seen an afternoon paper. Bank managers like being up-to-date with the latest news, specially Stock Exchange figures.’


  ‘So he may be worried before we arrive. He may even have phoned his wife, especially if he knows about her and Clayson.’


  ‘Which may not be all it appears on the surface,’ Hazard pointed out. ‘If Cecil Weddon didn’t want to appear to know Clayson. She could have been the go-between.’


  ‘True, but we don’t know if there was anything between Weddon and Clayson, Bill. We only know the woman was, as you said when you came in, running around with Clayson. But as you said just now, that may not be how it appears on the surface. No, we’ll take a chance,’ Drury decided, pulling deeper at his pipe. ‘We’ll pick him up when he leaves the bank and tail him home. Then we’ll go calling.’


  However, things didn’t work out as Drury had hoped they might. For one thing, he and Hazard wasted nearly an hour after the bank of which Weddon was manager closed before he sent his assistant to find out if Weddon was still in his office. The chief cashier, who was working late, told the inspector that the manager had left shortly after returning from lunch, about a quarter past two.


  ‘He had a visitor,’ Hazard relayed to an unhappy Drury when he returned to the police car. ‘The young man was with him about five minutes, then they both left.’


  ‘This visitor, was he known to the chief cashier?’


  ‘A stranger,’ Hazard told Drury. ‘I got a description.’


  He hesitated.


  Drury looked at him sharply, aware that Hazard was holding back something.


  ‘So?’


  ‘Well, I’m not sure about this. It’s only a feeling I have.’


  ‘All right, so you could be wrong, Bill. Hell, it wouldn’t be the first time, but in God’s name don’t waste time. We’ve lost enough already. Let’s have it.’


  ‘I thought this visitor, from the chief cashier’s description, sounded rather like Rollo Hackley.’


  ‘Hackley!’ Drury had indeed been taken by surprise. ‘Didn’t he give his name?’


  ‘He sent in a card. The girl cashier who took it into the manager’s office has left. I asked the chief cashier to look inside the office. The card wasn’t on Weddon’s desk or in his waste basket.’


  ‘Which suggests he slipped the card in his pocket. That in turn,’ Drury muttered, ‘suggests he didn’t want it left lying around. Of course he could have pushed it into a drawer.’


  ‘It wasn’t in the central drawer of his desk. I couldn’t ask the chief cashier to go further than that.’


  ‘Very well, Bill. You’ve got Weddon’s address. Let’s pay him a call. A bit late, but let’s hope it’s still unexpected and won’t be anything but an unpleasant surprise.’


  The name of the Weddon home was Gable End, a name that would seemingly have fitted any of the other detached houses in a tree-lined road with grassed verges in a good residential area of properties, any of which would have brought a five-figure sum in the current property market.


  Bill Hazard halted the police car at the kerb outside the second house past Gable End. As the two Yard men stepped on to the pavement they turned to see a figure making towards them from the other side of the road.


  ‘Tom Moore,’ Drury scowled. ‘What the hell is he doing here?’


  It wasn’t very long before he knew. The private detective looked worried and tossed away the butt of a cigarette that had become sodden in the corner of his mouth.


  ‘Thank God someone’s turned up, Superintendent,’ he said to Drury. ‘I got a call from young Hackley, who said he was calling on a bank manager and hoping to be brought home by him. He gave me this address and asked me to keep watch. Just in case, as he put it.’


  ‘Of what?’ asked Drury shortly.


  ‘He didn’t say. All he told me was something might happen and he’d like me to be on hand. That’s all.’


  ‘And what has happened, Moore?’


  ‘I saw him drive up with a man who was a stranger to me,’ Moore explained. ‘They went into the house. I kept watch on the place as Hackley asked me. About twenty minutes ago the stranger and a woman came out, got into the car, and drove off.’


  ‘What was the woman like?’


  ‘Red hair, well dressed with very short skirt, well-groomed type, looking like she’d got money to spend.’


  ‘Hackley?’


  Tom Moore shook his head. ‘No, he didn’t leave with them. That’s what got me worried just before you arrived. Something could have happened to him.’


  ‘Bill,’ snapped Drury, ‘let’s take a look. I’ll go to the front door. You look round the back.’ He glanced at Moore. ‘You’d better keep with Bill, as Hackley said, in case.’


  Three minutes later Drury, standing on the porch and getting no reply to his ringing at the doorbell, heard Bill Hazard calling. He left the porch, hurried to the side gate which led into the garden and round to the back of a double garage. One glance showed him the broken window of the garage, the door of which was open with a key in the lock on the inside. Car exhaust fumes were being sucked outside by a light breeze. Bill Hazard and Tom Moore were in the act of lifting the limp figure of an unconscious man.


  As they brought him out into the garden Drury scowled at the face of Rollo Hackley.


  If Joe Murphy had been present he might have found reason for revising his opinion about Rollo’s luck.


  Then, again, he might not. The rescue had certainly been in time to save Rollo’s life.
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  The smell of Drury’s pipe was rank enough, for the Yard man wasn’t choosey in the matter of the tobacco he smoked. His wife claimed he used his pipe as an incinerator. But the pipe smell was pleasant after the lungful of carbon monoxide Rollo had breathed. He sat on a car cushion under a silver birch bare of leaves and the grass beside him felt damp to his groping fingers.


  ‘Just take your time, Mr Hackley,’ Drury said. ‘Let’s have it as it happened and as you remember it, and don’t get shy about telling the truth. You shoved your nose where it wasn’t welcome and you’ve got a bump on your head to prove it. Thank heaven you had the sense to get Tom here to cover you.’


  Moore didn’t feel like taking credit he felt he hadn’t earned.


  ‘No,’ he said gruffly, ‘I made the mistake of waiting too long. If you hadn’t arrived when you did, Superintendent, he might have run out of luck.’


  ‘My thanks to all three of you,’ Rollo said with a self-conscious grin. ‘This sort of meeting is becoming a habit.’


  ‘One you’d better not let develop,’ Drury retorted. ‘Now put us in the picture.’


  Rollo explained how he had rung up the bank, made an appointment to see Cecil Weddon, went there, and explained who he was and why he had called.


  ‘At six quid an hour for taking up bank managers’ time, you were running the Gazette into debt,’ Drury muttered sardonically. ‘What was the reason you gave?’


  ‘I wanted to know if he had told his wife he was in the Croft Avenue house the night a man she had been meeting privately was murdered.’ Rollo stared at Drury. ‘All right, Superintendent, now hit me on my nosey nose.’


  Drury was staring back at the man lying propped against the silver birch. He was bending down a little after concentrating on Rollo’s words.


  ‘Not before witnesses,’ he growled. ‘Just get on with it, Mr Hackley.’


  ‘Weddon played it cool — damned cool. He pretended he didn’t know what I was talking about. To prove I had made a mistake he offered to take me home to meet his wife, just what I wanted him to do, so I could confront both of them at the same time.’


  Bill Hazard lit two cigarettes, one for himself and one for Rollo, and passed the packet to Tom Moore, standing glumly by absorbing the speaker’s words as though his skin was blotting-paper. Hazard fitted his offered cigarette into the corner of Rollo’s mouth and asked casually, ‘What made you feel you hadn’t made a mistake?’


  Rollo exhaled smoke. ‘He shouldn’t have invited me home. He should have called one of his clerks as a witness and threatened me with a slander suit.’


  Drury smiled approvingly. ‘So you knew you were walking into trouble?’


  ‘Let’s say I was glad I’d rung the Temple-Moore agency and made the arrangement I had with Mr Moore.’


  Tom Moore choked on a mouthful of smoke. No one looked at him, and Rollo explained how, after he had met Beryl Weddon and again made his request, he had been told they were not prepared to tell him a story any more than they were prepared to let him tell one. He knew what was meant when he looked round and saw the woman covering him with a gun pointed at his head.


  ‘But she didn’t shoot,’ Drury pointed out.


  ‘The gun was just to make me acquiescent, let’s say.’ Rollo removed the cigarette from his mouth and grinned in a shamed way. ‘They wanted to find something out before getting rid of me — like how much I knew.’


  ‘You obligingly told them?’ Drury sounded sceptical. But of what Rollo couldn’t be sure and decided he’d rather not know, anyway.


  ‘Not in so many words,’ he said defensively. ‘But they began some crosstalk, about they supposed I must know about Vince Pallard, and I’m not a good enough actor to keep from giving myself away.’


  ‘They sound like a team,’ Drury decided. ‘Neat. No rehearsal. Just went straight into an ad-lib act and got the right reaction. That it?’


  ‘That’s precisely it. It was as though I was an audience, and making expected reactions,’ Rollo admitted glumly. ‘Until Weddon asked me something I couldn’t answer.’


  ‘What was that?’ Drury inquired readily.


  ‘After deciding I knew of Pallard, Weddon asked me how I had learned of Pallard’s connection with them. I said nothing, because I didn’t know what he meant.’


  Drury straightened his back without removing his gaze from the young man seated under the tree. He said, ‘I think you’ve just told me why Vince was murdered. He was playing two ends against the middle. It takes a very clever man to keep that up for long. Vince wasn’t all that clever. I think he was running with Clayson and hunting with the man who killed him, which is why Weddon was at that house in Croft Avenue. He had to know what was going on, if only to satisfy his wife. Yes, that could be how it shaped,’ Drury nodded, a man talking more to himself than those listening to him.


  Hazard said, ‘You think it would work this way — Vince was selling information about the gang at Thaxstead High Barn to Clayson, who was passing it back to the Weddons?’


  ‘I’m not sure of ‘would’, Bill. But I’ll accept ‘could’. It could work that way, but if it did I can’t see a reason why they’d want it except blackmail. These power-cut robberies have been putting a lot of money in the wrong pockets.’ Drury again gave his attention to Rollo. ‘Didn’t they refer to Peel at all?’


  ‘Not by name. They mentioned H.P. in their cross-talk, but it didn’t mean anything and I didn’t pay much attention. I was trying to dream up a way of getting the hell out of that place. The way the woman held that gun was adding years to my life in a matter of minutes.’


  Rollo rubbed out the end of his cigarette against some dead silver birch leaves.


  ‘But when Weddon,’ he went on, ‘said something about H.P. having joined the A.A. too late, he suddenly registered. H.P. was Peel and A.A. wasn’t the Automobile Association, it was that missing plastic surgeon, Anthony Arbuthnot.’


  ‘You can’t remember how he spoke about H.P.?’ Drury pressed.


  ‘No, that’s the devil of it. I hadn’t been paying attention. Much of the cross-talk meant nothing to me.’


  ‘Blackmail,’ said Drury, nodding. ‘I think so. It fits. Clayson, the man whose evidence put Peel in jail, was keeping tabs on him now he was out, and doing so through Vince Pallard. What he learned he passed on to the woman, for a price or a favour or both. Peel got to the truth through Pallard and then Vince was out for keeps. After he had eliminated Vic Clayson.’ The Yard man’s tone became introspective again as he added, ‘I also think you’ve given us a clue to why you were told you could write up what you knew. That wasn’t altogether a bluff, but what you might have put down wasn’t intended for the Gazette. More likely for the Weddons. You would have been told a story that would have involved them and got Peel clear of something he couldn’t handle — or perhaps he could. Perhaps he just could,’ Drury repeated softly. ‘He might have been trying his own blackmail, which is why the National City raid is laid on. Yes, it could be. I thought that was too much for real coincidence.’


  He saw Rollo looking at him without a gleam of understanding in a very perplexed gaze.


  ‘I don’t make sense to you?’


  ‘I don’t know, Superintendent,’ Rollo said honestly. ‘I don’t know enough to be able to make up my mind. But you said I’d given you a clue to why I was told I’d be able to write up what I knew. Well, there might have been another reason than the one you’ve worked out.’


  ‘Yes?’ Drury frowned, moving his head so that he looked sideways at the man below him.


  ‘I told them about Pallard being shot and my fingerprints being left on the murder gun.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘I was desperately trying to give them a reason for not shooting me out of hand, especially as that damned redhead looked as though she’d thoroughly enjoy putting a hole in my head. Maybe I wasn’t being clever and detached, but I felt too damned involved, and I grabbed at one straw within reach, as I thought. I thought if I told them about the gun with my fingerprints they might feel they could take a chance on having me arrested for the shooting. But I wasn’t thinking clearly. I knew that when the woman said, ‘He’s mad’, she meant Peel. Perhaps she’s right. Perhaps he is mad.’


  No one spoke. Rollo grabbed a quick lungful of air he felt he needed.


  ‘Perhaps she’s right,’ he repeated. ‘Perhaps — ’


  Drury was shaking his head.
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  Tom Moore drove Rollo back to Fleet Street. Dan Simpson had left, but Joe Murphy was banging away at a typewriter. He stopped when he saw Rollo crossing the floor.


  ‘You look sick, boy,’ he said in no tone of sympathy.


  ‘I feel sick.’


  ‘You phoned Moore. How did he get you sick?’


  ‘By taking me into some fresh air and giving me artificial respiration.’


  ‘If he hadn’t?’


  ‘You might now be beating out a line for the obit. column.’


  The Irishman was an old hand at not allowing his interest to be trapped by obvious bait.


  ‘Sounds as though there just might be a story.’ He sat blinking slowly, registering heavy thinking. ‘There’d have been one for sure if Tom Moore hadn’t taken you into the fresh air, but left you — where?’


  The last word was uttered very softly. Rollo grinned back, and made to walk on.


  ‘Don’t be like that, boy,’ said Murphy. ‘Share. I’ve got something in exchange. Not just words, either. Something you can handle.’


  The wheedling voice was mere blarney, Rollo knew, but Joe Murphy wasn’t a liar. He had something and knew that Rollo would be interested.


  ‘Off the record, Mr Murphy.’


  ‘Joe. Don’t you remember?’


  ‘Joe, then.’


  ‘That’s better, boy. We’re sitting on the same fence, and when we get off it we’ll come down on the same side. Know what that makes us? Pals, boy. So give forth, pal.’


  ‘Still off the record.’


  ‘Of course.’ Murphy grinned like a ferret sniffing a rabbit. ‘Besides, I can’t afford to jump before I’ve got clearance from friend Drury. So you’re safe, boy.’


  Rollo perched on the corner of the Irishman’s scarred desk. The typewriter with its sheet of half-filled paper was pushed aside.


  He gave a brief account of what had happened to him since he left the office. Joe Murphy said nothing when he had finished. The Irishman looked extremely sober — for him. He felt in a drawer and drew out a telegram, and as he handed it to Rollo he said, ‘You know something, boy? For a nice, well-brought-up youngster you keep the worst company of any nice boy I know. How the hell do you manage it?’


  But he didn’t get an answer.


  Rollo was reading the telegram, which was addressed to him at the Morning Gazette. The telegram had been dispatched early in the afternoon from a post-office in South-west London. The message consisted of five words and was unsigned. It read: ‘I shall keep my word.’


  Rollo had no difficulty in deciding who had sent it, nor had Joe Murphy when he took it from the younger man’s hand. But what the Irishman couldn’t decide was what the words meant. Rollo knew at once.


  The raid on the National City Bank was very much on.


  Chapter 8


  The idea came to Frank Drury as he sucked his cold pipe and shook his head at Rollo after the young man had suggested Peel might be insane, as Beryl Weddon had declared. He replaced the pipe with a cigarette as he watched Tom Moore and Rollo walk through the garden gate.


  ‘Bill,’ he said to Hazard, ‘I want this place watched. We can switch the man we put on to Melanie Smallwood. It doesn’t look as though there will be an attempt to get at her. The chances are the Weddons won’t come back and they were ready to skip at short notice. I then want the chief security officer of the National City Bank to ring me at the Yard. Go and lay that on while I finish this cigarette. I always begin one hoping I’ll enjoy it and I never do.’


  While Hazard used the radio telephone in the police car, Drury walked up and down the garden working at the problem he had given himself. He looked into the double garage, collected the ignition key of the mustard-coloured Jensen that had almost brought death to Rollo, and continued his walk round the garden, taking in the bare state of the flower-beds and the leaf-littered lawn and even the interest being taken in him by someone in the house next door, who was watching him from between curtains that did not quite cover the upstairs bedroom window.


  Hazard came back.


  ‘It’ll take half an hour for the switch,’ he reported. ‘The bank security man you want is named Barrett. I thought you’d want to brief the chap who takes over here, so I said to get Barrett to ring you at the Yard in a couple of hours. We should be back by then.’


  ‘Thanks, Bill.’


  They fell in step and walked out into the street, went to the police car and sat in it, smoking and talking, until a grey mini turned into the street and began crawling down the other side.


  Drury climbed out. ‘Drive up beyond him. Bill,’ he told Hazard. ‘No need to make this look like a TV police raid.’


  He walked along the pavement towards the grey mini. Six minutes later he joined Hazard again, who was parked at the far end of the road.


  ‘We might even have time to snatch a quick pint before we get back,’ he said, looking at his watch. ‘Depends on how you make out bucking the rush hour, Bill.’
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  Dick Barrett was another ex-Yard man, who had retired to join a mobile security car service that had worked for the National City Bank Group, which had offered him the post of internal chief security officer, one he had filled with distinction. But Dick Barrett was a worried man when he got through to Drury’s office.


  ‘I won’t disguise the fact your call’s got me anxious, Superintendent,’ he said.


  ‘You’ve every reason to feel anxious,’ Drury told him, ‘if I’m not a damned bad guesser. But I can’t talk on the phone. Where do you suggest?’


  Barrett knew the score. He suggested at once, ‘How about here, at my home? Bill Hazard still with you? Well, we can manage a meal of sorts. It’ll take time, won’t it?’


  He was still sounding anxious.


  ‘I’m afraid so. But I can give you a clue. Before I arrive, have ready anything you can tell me that’s — let’s say unusual about your branch at Upper Borley.’


  Drury heard the other man’s swift intake of breath. When he hung up he turned to his assistant, who had a slip of paper in his hand containing a message he had taken on the other phone.


  ‘I got some sort of reaction, Bill.’


  ‘This could be another,’ Hazard told him, reading from the paper in his hand. ‘Hackley wants you to ring him at the doctor’s number. He’s been trying to get you since he got back to Fleet Street. Sounds like more news.’


  ‘Get through, Bill. After that we’re going to Barrett’s and we shan’t starve. He’s laying on some grub. I’d better let my wife know it’ll be another late night.’


  When they arrived at Barrett’s home on the outskirts of Croydon the bank security chief did his best to act as though the visit was a social occasion, but his heart wasn’t in it.


  ‘We’ll eat first,’ he told Drury, ‘since my wife insisted you’ll be starving and she’s the only one who knows how her fancy oven works. But I’ll tell you something. You’ve got me on tenterhooks about Upper Borley.’


  Mrs Barrett proved to be a pleasant middle-aged woman with a fine pair of dark eyes and a trim figure, who must have been exceptionally good-looking when Dick Barrett married her. She talked about her married son, who lived in Leeds and worked in the research lab of a woollen firm. He was married to a girl who was a teacher in a comprehensive school and was writing a book. Mary Barrett kept the conversation going without too much effort and the meal, largely because of her sense of a hostess’s duty, was less of a strain than the look on her husband’s face seemed to suggest.


  When he had emptied the coffee-pot she rose and said, ‘Now you men go into the lounge and leave me to clear away, and if you want more coffee I can easily make some.’


  As the three men selected chairs in the lounge Bill Hazard broke the ice by saying, ‘You don’t have a daughter, Mr Barrett, who takes after her mother?’


  Barrett was another pipe smoker. He offered a tin of his favourite smoking mixture to Drury and pushed a box of cigarettes towards Hazard.


  ‘Just the one boy, Inspector,’ he grinned, ‘and he proved a handful till he left college. Then he settled down like a broody hen on a nest. Now he’s doing fine.’ He took the tin from Drury after the superintendent had filled his pipe. ‘To get to the point, may I know how you learned of the intended delivery at the Upper Borley branch? It was supposed to be secret.’


  Drury took his pipe from his mouth, blew smoke at his knees.


  ‘It still is as far as I’m concerned,’ he told the other. ‘You’d better listen to something that isn’t to go beyond you, Barrett. I’m here because I think we should co-operate. That way we might both miss at least one headache each.’


  He went on to explain in part his reason for believing there was to be a raid on a branch of the National City Bank.


  ‘First,’ he said, ‘I thought it might be head office, but I scrubbed that because I’m sure this mob I’m interested in aren’t geared for a tricky rififfi job. It’ll be startling, but not on that scale. Then it came to me — maybe the Upper Borley branch.’


  ‘That’s what I’d like to know,’ Barrett broke in, still on edge. ‘How you decided on that branch.’


  Drury didn’t answer at once. He smoked his pipe like a man trying to relax but not quite succeeding.


  He said, ‘My main reason, apart from what I’ve just told you, Barrett, is that I don’t believe the manager will return to the Upper Borley branch tomorrow.’


  ‘Something’s happened to him?’


  ‘Let’s say, if I have any say in the matter, something will happen to him,’ Drury said enigmatically.


  ‘You can’t enlarge?’


  ‘I’d rather not at the moment.’ Drury sounded cautious. ‘I’d have to take it up with the Assistant Commissioner first.’


  ‘Like that, huh?’


  ‘Even more than you think, Barrett.’ Drury wasn’t in a hurry to put the question that mattered. He wanted Barrett to get the weight of the problem without knowing what it entailed. Finally, he said, ‘Now what’s so special about that particular branch?’


  Dick Barrett’s eyes pinched together under the dark heavy brows given emphasis by the balding hair above them. The remains of a summer suntan left the top of his head looking sallow, the lower half pale, and with his lean features this gave him the appearance, in Bill Hazard’s critical eyes, of looking like a rooster who had been in a barnyard barney.


  ‘To put you in the picture, Superintendent, I’ve got to explain some company policy.’ Barrett put down his pipe, rested elbows on his chair-arms and clasped his hands over his chest. Hazard decided he looked even more like a rooster that had lost a fight. ‘After the Great Train Robbery some of the directors became restive about the bank’s involvement in returning old Treasury notes. Then there was that business at Purley, where a Hampshire security van was attacked in a lay-by and looted. The critics at head office felt their point had been made. You follow?’


  Drury nodded assent. ‘Go on, Barrett. I’m with you.’


  ‘They pointed out that the risk was in making for Central London, so what was wanted was decentralization. They wanted returned money to be kept away from Central London until the last moment. It should be returned to a branch in the London suburbs. Secretly, without fuss, so that no one would suspect a large sum of old notes being left at a branch overnight.’


  ‘Overnight?’ Drury said quickly.


  ‘Yes, that’s all. The next day the money would be escorted into Central London in a carefully staged convoy of private Q cars and vans. That couldn’t be done all the way from the provinces. Sooner or later the process would give itself away. But on the short run to Central London from the suburbs in the rush hour it would be different.’


  ‘In the rush hour,’ Drury nodded. ‘Yes, that would cut the speed.’ He seemed to perk up and grinned. ‘Now you’re going to tell me the system works.’


  ‘We’ve used it four times in the past eighteen months. And it works,’ Barrett said. ‘At least, it has up to now.’


  ‘The Upper Borley branch is next to take such a delivery, that right?’


  Barrett nodded. ‘Tomorrow. The day after the convoy is laid on to take the returns to head office. After that it’s the responsibility of the Bank of England, who collect from them.’


  ‘Thank God it’s not tomorrow and the stuff isn’t held at Upper Borley tonight,’ Drury said.


  Barrett’s glum expression didn’t lift. ‘It was to have been held there tonight after having been delivered today,’ he told Drury in a heavy voice. ‘But I altered the dates at the last moment.’


  Both Yard men were staring at him. ‘In God’s name, why?’ Drury asked, pushing forward in his chair.


  ‘At the request of the branch manager, Cecil Weddon. He said it would be much more convenient for his staff to have the delivery a day later.’


  ‘Was that difficult to do?’


  ‘Not difficult, but it meant getting on to a number of people, and these delays are always — well, a strain, you know.’


  ‘I know only too well,’ Drury agreed quietly.


  ‘We’ve never before had a request for delay after arrangements have been made, agreed, and fixed. So this change was unusual and totally unexpected.’


  ‘But you agreed to it?’


  ‘What else could we do? The branch manager has to accept responsibility while the stuff’s in his bank vault, usually a compartment with a door opened by a key. The arrangement has to accommodate him.’


  ‘You could shift to another branch.’


  ‘For a delay of only twenty-four hours?’ Barrett shook his head. ‘That was where it became tricky.’


  ‘I can imagine,’ Drury assured him. ‘How much is being moved and from where?’


  ‘Just over two hundred thousand collected from the West Country branches.’


  ‘Would make a nice haul. How much is it insured for?’


  A mask seemed to drop over the security man’s face. ‘I’m the security officer,’ he reminded Drury. ‘I’m not involved in the office work.’


  They stared at each other. Bill Hazard eased his collar. The lounge seemed to be getting warmer.


  ‘Well, we’d better talk about it, Dick,’ Drury said, his manner becoming more familiar. ‘We’ve got a shared problem. If I’m not mistaken that Upper Borley branch will be raided tomorrow night after the stuff’s been delivered.’


  Barrett’s comment was softly blasphemous.


  His wife opened the door and said brightly, ‘Now what about some more coffee?’ At that moment there was a power cut.
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  When the front-door bell rang John Cadman looked up from the library book he was reading by the light of a Calor-gas lantern, but was stopped from rising to answer it when his wife called, ‘I’ll get it.’


  He heard the front door open and voices, the front door close, and then his wife came into the room. She had an electric torch in her hand.


  ‘There’s someone to see Rollo, John. He’s a Mr Murphy from the Gazette.’


  ‘Their crime reporter. Show him in, Judy.’


  Joe Murphy came into the room when Judy Cadman held the door wide and called to him. He wore a zipped-up car coat and no hat and smelled of the beer he had consumed.


  ‘My husband, Mr Murphy.’ Judy Cadman’s voice was lacking in enthusiasm for the newcomer.


  John Cadman started to rise again, but the Irishman said quickly, ‘Don’t get up, Doctor. I just came to see your nephew. He told me he would be here tonight.’


  ‘Well, Rollo’s gone back to his own place. His fiancée said she would come and tidy up for him, then he could bring her back.’


  ‘What time do you expect them back?’


  ‘Oh, I expect it won’t be for another couple of hours.’


  ‘In that case, I think I’d better go after them. Could I put through a call to let them know I’m coming? I mean — well, I don’t want to barge in, if you understand.’


  John Cadman laughed somewhat self-consciously. He did not glance in his wife’s direction. He had already seen her chin go up disapprovingly. Joe Murphy might have tact of sorts, but it didn’t extend to dealing with Judy Cadman’s rather ingrown sensitivity.


  She said coldly, ‘The phone’s in the hall, Mr Murphy.’


  Murphy made his call, had his offer of payment for it politely refused, and was shown into the street. After the door had closed he stood looking back at it.


  ‘Bedad,’ he muttered, ‘I wouldn’t like to be on the wrong side of that one. It’s cold enough when she’s smiling.’


  Which, if Rollo had heard it, he would have protested was a quite unjustifiable opinion of a woman who exercised the right to make up her mind about people and keep it made up. And that was no more than Joe Murphy was doing.


  It took him longer to find Rollo’s flat in the streets darkened by the power cut than he had expected, but at least when he arrived he found that Carol had finished her work at tidying up and a fragrant smell of perking coffee greeted him.


  ‘What’s happened?’ was Rollo’s first question.


  ‘Plenty.’ Murphy sat nursing a cup of coffee pushed into his hands by Carol and he spoke around a cigarette he had just lit. ‘And I shouldn’t know a word about it except I’ve got a pal at the Yard whose name isn’t Bill Hazard. There’s been trouble at that house you visited after lunch.’


  Carol looked at Rollo, who sat stony-faced.


  ‘What sort of trouble?’


  ‘Well, now,’ said the crime reporter, after sampling the coffee and nodding approvingly at Carol, ‘it seems as soon as it got dark the house next door had a visitor and this visitor was a coloured man. He wasn’t there long before both of them went into the garden and clambered into the garden of the house you visited. Now, it seems Drury had left a stakeout, the detective who had been keeping tabs on your friend’ — he nodded at Carol — ‘Miss Smallwood.’


  ‘I didn’t know anyone had been watching her.’ Carol sounded surprised and even shocked.


  ‘No one is now,’ Murphy said. ‘But Drury’s man had a phone, and he went to his car and called for reinforcements. The two from next door were still in the wrong garden. They tried to get away, and the coloured laddie ran to the garage and tried to start up some fancy car, but there was no key and he hadn’t got the ignition fixed when he was hauled out. Surprise, surprise. He’s got a record. More, he was in Parkhurst with Humphrey Peel just before your uncle, Miss Wilson, was released. If I know Frank Drury he won’t think that a coincidence, especially as the man who had been living next door is someone else the cops have been interested in from time to time.’


  Murphy stopped to remove an inch of ash from his cigarette and down the rest of his coffee.


  ‘More?’ Carol inquired, rising and holding out her hand for the cup.


  He shook his head. ‘No, thanks. That was a good cup of coffee, Miss Wilson — ’


  ‘Call me Carol.’


  ‘And me, I’m Joe to my friends, aren’t I, Rollo?’


  It was the first time he had called Rollo by his first name.


  ‘That’s right, Carol. Joe to his friends,’ Rollo said lightly. ‘When he stops calling you Carol and tells you to stop calling him Joe you’ll know something’s happened to a friendship.’


  For this he received a stabbing look from the crime reporter, whose sense of humour was more complicated than many who considered him a friend supposed.


  ‘Well, while we’re still friends,’ he grunted, ‘let me finish what I’ve come to tell you, boy. The coloured character is a Jackson Rennie with a record for violence and armed robbery. The man who was living next door is Brian Christopher Haswell. Mean anything to you?’


  ‘Nothing,’ Rollo admitted. ‘Should it?’


  ‘I thought Haswell might.’


  Rollo started to shake his head, but was stopped by a soft exclamation from Carol. Both men looked at her, Rollo in surprise, Murphy expectantly as he lit a fresh cigarette.


  She looked from one to the other and remained watching the smile hovering around the Irishman’s mouth.


  ‘Wait a minute, Rollo,’ she said, still looking at the other man. ‘It rings a bell. Haswell, Haswell,’ she repeated for her own ear, as though the repetition should increase the sound of bell-ringing. Suddenly she swivelled round in her chair. ‘Yes,’ she decided. ‘I remember. After your uncle showed me that photo of the Upper Borley chess team, Rollo, and I picked out Cecil Weddon we talked about him — Weddon, I mean. Your uncle told me his wife’s name was Beryl, and at that point your aunt came downstairs from making up a bed for me, and she heard what he was saying. She said, rather critically I thought, that a bank manager should never have married Beryl Haswell. That’s it, she said Haswell. That’s how I remember the name. And then your uncle said you couldn’t blame a sister for what her brother had been and your aunt said a funny thing.’


  As she paused Carol turned to look at Rollo.


  ‘Well?’ he asked. ‘This is still all over my head.’


  ‘She said,’ Carol continued more slowly, ‘ ‘What I’d like to know is where he is, and if I’m not greatly mistaken so would the police.’ Your uncle smiled sort of — oh, deprecatingly, you could call it, and then your aunt went out of the room. But that was the name — Haswell. I’m sure of it.’


  Her glance returned to Murphy.


  He was ready to tell them and said, ‘Brian Haswell is considerably older than his sister. Years ago he had a company which went bankrupt. The public lost a great deal of money because of it. Haswell might have gone to prison, but he couldn’t be found. It was rumoured he had gone abroad and not penniless. He’d been married but his wife had divorced him. The police tried to find out from her where he’d gone, but so far as I know nothing came of any of their inquiries. Haswell had got out in time, and your aunt was certainly right about one thing, Rollo boy. The police have been wanting to know for several years where Brian Haswell is.’


  Rollo stood up. ‘Well, now they not only know, they’ve got him in custody. Carol.’ He swung about. ‘I think we would like some more coffee, if you don’t mind obliging.’


  Carol saw him glance at the crime reporter.


  ‘Sure,’ she said, rising to collect the cups. ‘It might take a few minutes,’ she said tactfully before going out of the room.


  ‘No hurry, darling.’ Rollo’s offhanded tone didn’t deceive the Irishman.


  ‘Nice girl you’ve got, boy,’ he approved. ‘I see she’s got a ring back on her finger. That give you a nice feeling, huh?’ His grin was almost a leer.


  Rollo said shortly, ‘Look, why the hell are you here, Mr Murphy?’


  ‘Joe.’


  ‘Damn it — Joe. What’s this in aid of?’


  ‘A big story and one Drury can’t stop us using, but I’ll need help. You’re elected, and the experience should do you no harm. No harm at all.’


  ‘You don’t mean that bank raid?’


  ‘To hell with that. My guess is that’ll come to nothing. But this is something different. This could be really something. I’m telling you, boy.’


  Joe Murphy nodded sagely. ‘But I’ll need help.’


  ‘To do what?’


  The Irishman rubbed out his second cigarette. ‘Well, now, Rollo boy,’ he said without looking at the young man he was addressing, ‘first tell me something. Do you mind indulging in a little larceny?’


  ‘Breaking the law, you mean? How little?’


  ‘Breaking and entering.’


  ‘When?’


  ‘After we’ve dropped your girl at your uncle’s.’


  ‘In God’s name, where, Joe?’ Rollo felt excited and apprehensive at the same time, but the grin pasted to the broad Irish face was encouraging. At least, he hoped so.


  ‘The house next door to the one where you were supposed to breathe your last in the garage.’ The grin on Murphy’s face spread at sight of the fresh look on Rollo’s face. ‘No, I’m still in my right mind, Rollo boy. But no one knows about this pair being grabbed. Drury’s off somewhere with Bill Hazard. He won’t do anything tonight. But tonight is our chance. Brian Haswell didn’t expect to be pinched, that’s for sure. So inside that house he’s been occupying for God knows how long we might find something. You must see that.’


  Joe Murphy’s voice was wheedling when he finished, almost begging.


  Rollo said, ‘How long would we be sent down for if Drury found out?’


  The Irish crime reporter shook his head. ‘Now that’s where we’ve got an advantage. We wouldn’t go to jail at all, and you should know that.’


  ‘Why not? Obstructing the police, perverting the course of justice, aiding and abetting a felon — hell, they could throw the book at us, Joe.’


  ‘And it would bounce back, Rollo boy. Wouldn’t we both be first offenders? And wouldn’t the Gazette get us the best counsel because they’d have a story most editors pray for? And wouldn’t — ’


  ‘All right, cut the blarney, Joe. And wouldn’t Drury and everyone at Scotland Yard hate us?’


  ‘Not if we helped Drury finish a case before it’s too late.’


  ‘How do you mean, too late?’


  ‘You haven’t heard the latest about the power workers’ strike. No reason why you should. There’s an embargo on the report till midnight. The talks are on again. They start in the morning, but nothing is to leak until delegates have been informed. That’s why there’s this embargo. The rumour is someone’s worked out a formula for going back. If this is true they could be at work by this time tomorrow, and that would mean Peel’s caper is over. The time for us to move, Rollo boy, is now.’


  ‘That’s why you said the bank raid might come to nothing?’


  ‘That’s why. The streets will be lit again.’


  Rollo walked to the door and came back.


  ‘You’re not conning me, Joe?’ Murphy’s face became twisted in an ugly look of pain. ‘All right, forget it. I’m sorry. I apologise. It’s just that — ’


  He stopped when Carol came in with a tray containing three cups of steaming fresh coffee. She looked quickly at the two men.


  ‘Something the matter?’ she asked.


  Rollo smiled. ‘Nothing, darling. After we’ve had the coffee I’m driving you back to Aunt Judy’s, then I’m making a call with Joe here. It’s something to do with a story for the Gazette, and he’s kind of letting me in on the ground floor. Isn’t that nice of him?’


  It was just a little too glib.


  Carol started handing out the coffee she had made.


  ‘And how is Joe going to do that?’ she inquired innocently. ‘Has he a key and the owner’s permission to use it?’


  Joe Murphy choked over his first mouthful of coffee.


  Chapter 9


  Beryl Weddon lit her third cigarette in a row and glared at the back of her husband’s head. He seemed to have been reading the front page of the Morning Gazette’s late London edition for an hour.


  ‘Well, for God’s sake say something, Cecil,’ she complained. ‘This isn’t the time to keep any clever thoughts to yourself. What’s going on in your head? You’ve been staring at that damned headline and reading the report below it for an hour — anyway, it seems like an hour.’


  She sounded nervous and jumpy, which was how her husband felt, though he strove not to show it. Especially not to Beryl, whose tongue could be more cutting than a wet whip. He dragged his gaze from the headline which read, ‘End of Power Strike Imminent?’ and stretched across the entire page.


  ‘I think we’ve boobed, Beryl.’


  He didn’t look at her, but he could feel the intensity of the look she gave him.


  ‘We couldn’t know this would happen. Anyway,’ she reminded him, ‘it’s all rumour at the moment. It’s still got to happen.’


  ‘It will. They’ll crawl back, given half a chance to save their face.’


  ‘And an extra half per cent to the Board’s wage offer.’


  ‘That too.’


  ‘So what about this raid?’ she snapped. ‘If you hadn’t been so bloody clever and put it off for a day it would have been over by now.’ She looked at her watch. ‘Now it is likely to be called off.’


  He continued staring at the newspaper on his knees. The headline apparently still held his attention.


  ‘I still think we boobed. We should have told Hackley he was imagining things. I think we panicked, Beryl, and the chief reason was because you pointed that gun at him. That committed us.’


  ‘Blame me, of course,’ she sneered. ‘I didn’t hit him over the head, and it wasn’t my idea to leave him to die in the garage. Besides, I liked that Jensen.’


  ‘Well, we hadn’t made many payments on it, so we’re not out of pocket,’ her husband reminded her. ‘The same with the house and furniture. We’ve kept ready to move at short notice. I’m not saying that was wrong.’


  ‘Well, what in hell are you saying?’ she snapped.


  ‘We chose the wrong moment. If we’d bluffed Hackley, told him he was mistaken about his fiancée’s having seen me at Holly Lawn, what could he have done?’


  ‘Told the police.’


  ‘You think he hadn’t?’


  ‘So?’


  ‘So they hadn’t made a move against us. Which meant they either didn’t know or had no proof or both. They certainly didn’t know we had Brian next door and that he was working with that frightful Rennie — ’


  ‘I don’t think he’s bad for a wog.’


  ‘Beryl, for God’s sake! You’ll be fancying him next.’


  ‘It’s his skin I don’t fancy. It’s got the right collection of muscles packaged inside it, but the colour’s wrong. I find black so bloody depressing.’


  Her husband growled something unintelligible and went on as though there had been no interruption.


  ‘ — he was working with Rennie to set things up with Peel. Not knowing that, they can’t know our set-up here.’ He rose and walked to the French windows and stood looking out. ‘That boathouse needs a coat of paint.’ He spoke as though this was something urgent that had just occurred to him.


  His wife crushed out another cigarette in the cluttered ashtray and moved to stand at his side.


  ‘Forget the damned boathouse,’ she said tersely. ‘We shan’t need it after this week. There’s the money from the jewellery that’s found its way back through Brian’s cleverness. There’ll be this money from the bank. Say around three hundred thousand plus the stolen stuff Peel’s still holding. Brian fobs off Jackson Rennie with a tale, Peel and he arrive, and we push off in the boat. Peel gets lost somewhere in mid-Channel, and that leaves a nice little sum in very simple arithmetic — three hundred thousand split three ways. You, me, Brian. Doesn’t that do something to make you feel damned good?’


  She turned a critical gaze on him as she asked the question.


  ‘You’re a subtle bitch, darling,’ he said, turning to meet the hardness in her eyes. ‘Your way of digging at me because the strike’s practically over and so Peel won’t be making the raid tonight. Well, it won’t matter, sweetheart. Not even that I’m not there to make things easy. So the only reason I feel good is because I know what Peel will do.’


  ‘Brian told you?’ she said quickly.


  ‘He got it from Rennie.’


  ‘Why wasn’t I told?’


  ‘Rennie. Maybe he doesn’t like white skins.’


  She compressed her mouth into a thin line, refusing to be drawn, but the expression in her eyes was unpleasant and boded no good for whoever she was thinking about.


  He continued, ‘But now it doesn’t matter. Peel — you’ve got to give the devil his due — has an alternative plan lined up, because I gave Brian information which he passed on. In the event of the strike being called off that scheme will be used, and it will make the bank raid unnecessary.’


  ‘What is this scheme?’


  ‘I gave my word — ’


  ‘Bastard!’


  He grinned.


  ‘You never could take a joke, Beryl.’


  ‘Not a sick joke, I agree. This one could get so sick it might put us in jail.’


  He straightened out his grin and looked serious. ‘All right, then. The chances are — ’


  The fresh interruption was provided by the phone.


  They looked at each other, both startled. She said, ‘No one knows this number except Brian.’


  ‘So it’s your brother,’ he snapped. ‘See what he wants. The police have found Hackley in the garage. Tell him to keep under cover and if the police call not to get clever.’


  She hesitated, listening to the strident sound of the telephone.


  ‘Well, go on,’ he said. ‘Or do you want me to talk to him?’


  She walked into the hall, where the phone was on a narrow table with a couple of local phone directories. He heard her say, ‘Who?’ and some seconds later, ‘Oh, my God!’ and he stood frowning, his back to the French windows, his thoughts milling in his head. He wanted to go into the hall and snatch the receiver from her, but he knew that wouldn’t change bad news, if that’s what she was being told.


  He heard the phone click as the connection was broken after some muttering that he could not translate into words. She came into the room and almost collapsed into a chair. She looked shaken.


  He stood looking at her, not saying anything because he had no wish to learn whatever she had been told a second earlier than necessary.


  It was bad.


  That much was imprinted on her face. She had been shocked and she looked like a woman suffering mentally and physically, which was not a pleasant sight.


  When she spoke her voice was low-pitched and came to him like a husky whisper that belonged to a stranger.


  ‘That was Brian’s solicitor. He’s been arrested and is likely to be charged with being an accessory to attempted murder.’


  He stared down at her, his face muscles stiff and a chill crawling down between his shoulder-blades.


  ‘In what name?’


  ‘His own. They had his damned fingerprints on file, and there was no sense in lying. They’ve got him. All he could do was ask for a call to this lawyer, and tell him to let me know at once. Brian’s saying nothing. Sitting pat.’


  ‘Rennie will be grabbed when he comes calling.’


  She shook her head. ‘Our coloured friend is also in custody. Apparently both Brian and Rennie were caught red-handed.’


  ‘How the hell do you mean, Beryl?’


  ‘In our place. They’d climbed over the garden fence and were grabbed. You know what this means?’


  ‘Oh, I know. Peel’s out on his own. He’ll ring our place, then next door, and he’ll try to contact Jackson Rennie and will get nothing from all three. He probably did early this morning or even late last night. Checking. He’s mad on checking — thank God! So he’ll put the other plan in operation because I made it possible by telling him how. Then he’ll come down here and we’ll take off. That’ll be tonight.’


  ‘Tonight!’


  She was out of the chair and on her feet. The colour had not returned to her face and she was still twisting her hands together as though she could not keep them still. But she was recovering. It was demanding a great effort, but it was one not beyond her powers. There was a great deal of resilience in his wife. She was as pliant as whipcord.


  ‘Of course. The only thing I don’t understand is accessory to attempted murder. You understand what that implies?’


  ‘Hackley’ — she started violently as realization came to her suddenly — ‘isn’t dead.’


  ‘So he can talk.’


  ‘About us, Cecil.’


  ‘And plenty more besides.’


  ‘But what about Brian?’ she wanted to know.


  ‘What about him?’ It was a cold and callous refusal to acknowledge there was anything to be discussed.


  ‘You can’t leave him — just do nothing.’ The protest faded before it was spoken. The look on Cecil Weddon’s face had nothing ambiguous about it.


  ‘I’m going to do plenty. I’m getting the hell out of this place as soon as Peel gets here. And you’re going to do something too.’


  He saw that she understood, but he went on to spell out his meaning with brutal simplicity.


  ‘I’ll be heading for mid-Channel. Peel may try to be clever and keep me at the end of a gun. But when I cut the engine you’ll be ready.’


  She still said nothing.


  ‘You’ll shoot him in the head and you’ll do it with your eyes open, Beryl, to make sure you don’t miss. Then we’ll tie an anchor to his feet and give the mackerel a treat.’


  All she said was, ‘I asked that solicitor if bail could be put up for Brian, and he said there wasn’t a chance if they go ahead with the charge, and he thought the odds were that they would.’


  ‘Of course they will. This is what Drury has been waiting for, and that damned fool of a brother of yours has to give him a chance. I can’t think why the hell Rennie agreed to be so bloody stupid as to attempt to break into our place.’


  ‘Can’t you?’ she said calmly. ‘I can. Those three LP records with calypsos and bongo music that Brian loaned me belong to Rennie. They’ll be smeared with his fingerprints.’


  She expected he would strike her.


  Instead he sat down and laughed.


  ‘So three LP records save us a hundred thousand pounds — Brian’s share, and give us a chance to collect Peel’s leaving us to get away with all the boodle.’


  His laughter became shriller.


  ‘Very, very sweet,’ he said, the words bubbling obscenely in his mouth.


  She listened and tried to make up her mind if she hated him enough to shoot him and let him share the anchor waiting for Humphrey Peel.


  [image: Images]


  While Beryl Weddon stood irresolutely toying with the idea of ridding herself of a man who had grown stale in interest and threatened to usurp the role of dictator in their curious marriage, a nondescript green van with scarred black wings passed Basingstoke on the by-pass at a steady forty miles an hour, allowing all other traffic heading towards London to pass it. The green van drew level with the Hook turn-off and another vehicle turned on to the London road and began to overtake it. The car behind was a grey Jaguar with a number-plate suggesting it had a fair mileage chalked up on the dash-board.


  As it overtook the green van with the Devon number-plates the Jaguar seemed to lose speed, but picked up again when the road was clear. It was passing the green van when the driver spun the wheel to the near side. The man behind the wheel of the green van turned his head in jerked surprise, saw a face concealed behind a stocking mask and another with whiskers and a large pair of dark-lensed spectacles, and started to yell, but the sound did not clear his throat. The van was smacked hard and turned off the road and into a long row of bushes. The engine stalled, and the van’s driver shouted, ‘Bert — look out!’ to the man sitting with the sacks behind him.


  What happened next was speedy, dramatic, and executed with a professional attention to detail.


  The man with the stocking mask coshed the van driver, ran to the rear doors as Bert opened them, and beat him over the head. As Bert collapsed the man in the large dark spectacles and wearing a Cossack-type blouse with a swinging metal chain drooping from around his neck started hauling at the sacks. Inside three minutes the sacks were in the Jaguar, which was backing towards the road. The gears meshed grindingly and then the grey car was headed back for the Hook turn-off.


  It ran into a side lane and halted behind a black family saloon. Forty seconds later the sacks were in the saloon’s boot, the stocking mask had been removed, the cosh had been tossed in a ditch, and the driver had changed his jacket simply by turning it inside out. The other man, the one keen to handle the sacks, had removed his dark glasses, donned an overcoat, and drawn a cap down over his face after peeling off his moustache and sideboards.


  ‘Okay, Micky?’ he asked.


  Micky Hanlon, a man born with a love of violence for its own sake, laughed in the back of his throat. He hadn’t been so happy since he had broken out of Walton Jail and cast the dust of Liverpool streets from his shoes.


  ‘Okay, Humph.’ He almost sang his assurance.


  The saloon cleared the lane and headed for Farnham and the Portsmouth Road. Before long it was south of Godalming and making another steady forty miles an hour. This time in the direction of Chichester. Micky Hanlon turned into a car-park at Midhurst and produced cigarettes while they both studied the immediate scenery. It was a free car-park, with no attendant, and at a suitable moment Micky leisurely climbed from the saloon, approached a beige two-door Viva, and with a quick jab of his elbow broke the window on the driver’s side, opened the door, rolled down the broken window, climbed in, and unfastened the door on the other side and rolled the seat forward.


  By this time his companion was passing in the first sack. It took Micky and his sheath-knife a full seventy-five seconds to cut the ignition leads and connect them free of the ignition lock. He got out unhurriedly, lifted the bonnet, and tugged the starter lead. The warm engine purred dutifully. Micky slammed the bonnet down, got in again behind the Viva’s wheel, and backed the beige car from its slot.


  ‘Looks a nice place, Midhurst,’ Micky said condescendingly as he drove carefully through the small country town.


  His companion grunted. His eyes were closed.


  ‘You got one of your headaches, Humph?’ he inquired with excessive casualness.


  ‘Yeah. It’s bad. If it doesn’t go I’ll have to take another couple of pills.’


  The words had a short, chewed-up sound in the mouth that was almost as shut as the eyes above it.


  ‘Do that, Humph. Yes, do that. Or better still, try to get some sleep. Do you good.’


  Micky took his eyes from the rear-view mirror and glanced down and back across his left shoulder to the bags pushed down on the Viva’s floor. He allowed his glance to linger on the brown-paper carrier bag on the back seat. He knew what was wrapped in newspaper in the carrier. He should. He had removed the jewels from three places that had been chosen by the man who was suffering an acute headache.


  Micky Hanlon brought his gaze back to the road in front of the Viva. He too was indulging in very personal thoughts that centred on the possibility of murder making him a man who didn’t have to worry about the future.


  Not if he could make that redhead see things his way, and he thought he could. He knew for a fact that she didn’t give a damn about her husband, not the way a dutiful wife should.


  Or even a dutiful woman who wasn’t a wife but liked a man’s company at night.


  Micky smiled at that thought. It was even more pleasing than thoughts about violent persuasion and big wads of currency to stuff in his pockets. He had only seen her once. That was when she was with her husband and that Vic Clayson character Humph was determined to chill because he had a grudge against the bastard. Jackson Rennie said it was something about Clayson shopping him.


  Well, that could make a man want to kill. He could understand that. Though it was a waste of time being too damned clever about it, like getting into that place Holly Lawn and unlocking a cabinet of fancy knives, sticking one in Clayson’s back, and then putting the key of the locked cabinet in a dead man’s pocket, just so the police could find the fingerprint of another dead man.


  Micky Hanlon was a realist. To him a man had to be sick in the head to pull a caper like that. Either that or damned sure of himself.


  He cast a side-glance at the man with eyes closed under the down-drawn peak of his cap, to avoid the sunlight hitting them through the windscreen.


  Maybe a man could be both sick in the head and sure of himself. That was something to think about, something that created a real problem for a man who had to solve it if he wanted to get anywhere far enough away to feel comfortable at having made the effort. Thought of the redhead came back to him.


  Humph had pointed out Clayson and told him that he planned to repay a long-owing debt and at the same time make monkeys out of the police, but he hadn’t really been listening. He had been staring at the redhead, and then she had looked up over Clayson’s shoulder and their eyes had met and held. Not for long, but then time didn’t matter. What they had said to each other had been instantaneous. Her husband had looked up and she had tried to act resentful of a man staring across the floor of a lounge bar at her, but he knew that was only for the husband’s benefit.


  What he had said to her in that swift silent glance was precisely what she had said to him. Moreover, it hadn’t been said in words. Words couldn’t express what both had known. It was like seeing death and realizing in that instant that a whole life had ended with that moment, which was fixed in time before the person who had died was born.


  Micky Hanlon dragged his left wrist across his mouth after running his tongue over dry lips. He didn’t want to think this kind of thoughts. They didn’t make a man comfortable. But then he had to think them because that was what thinking about the redhead did to him, started his mind wandering in directions where she was an influence.


  Like killing Humph when the time came. That meant Cecil Weddon had to go, but then he knew she wouldn’t worry about that. She would be an accommodating woman when she was on the receiving end of what she desired. He knew that about her although he had not spoken a word to her.


  What puzzled him and created an unease he refused to admit could grow to acute discomfort was his ignorance of what had put that sheen in her eyes that was more eloquent than spoken words. It amounted to unqualified invitation.


  He knew damned well what had made him look at her the way he had. That was simple enough to understand. So simple it made laughter in the deeper silences of his being, so that he felt keyed up as though a drug had been pumped into his veins.


  ‘I’ll take a couple of my pills, Micky.’


  The quiet words spoken by the man he had thought asleep were so totally unexpected, dragging his mind back to the immediate present, that he gasped, aware that he had been holding his breath for no good reason except that he was excited.


  ‘Sure, Humph. Want me to pull up?’


  ‘Off the road, Micky. I’d best not be seen swallowing them.’


  He wanted to ask who the hell would see him tossing a couple of white pellets in the back of his mouth, but he kept silent and nodded. Peel didn’t look like boss man, but then it wasn’t his looks that gave him his real inches, but his head and the way he used it.


  He was the one man who thought of everything. Micky Hanlon was happy to go along with that. For the first time in his short life as a thoroughgoing thug and criminal he had teamed up with someone who had all the answers because he took the trouble to think everything right through. So Humphrey Peel planned and other men put those plans into execution under his supervision. That was fine by Micky Hanlon. He was no big brain and knew it. The only thing he wanted to plan was when to get rid of Peel.


  That would be when he had his hands on the boodle.


  Peel was already running out on a string of others who had been recruited to operate with him, then disperse until the next call came.


  Decentralization, he had called it. Sometimes he talked like a bloody shop steward. But that was all right, too, as long as his brain went on with its constructive planning. Like now, with a boat that the redhead’s brother had stashed away somewhere on Selsey’s eastern shore of Chichester Harbour. Peel hadn’t thrown a panic when the news of the power workers’ strike ending had come over the radio.


  He already knew of the car, the stolen Jag, kept in a lock-up, of the green van with the Devon number-plates, and how he would grab the old notes being returned to London from West Country bank branches. He could switch plans like a computer operator pressing a button.


  That’s what made him a man to be kept alive until it was all over.


  ‘This do you?’ Micky’s foot was on the brake pedal, his left hand was pointing to a grass verge.


  ‘Better farther up, where the trees are.’


  Perfection, rumbled Micky complainingly to himself. Always wanting perfection. And then deep in those silent areas of his Celtic darkness there was again laughter, because that was what he admired in the man, and depended on to the limit — his insistence on perfection. Leaving nothing to chance unless he had calculated that chance as totally in his own favour.


  It was a system that couldn’t be beaten.


  Who the hell else would leave a supposedly dead man’s fingerprints for the police to find, so they wouldn’t know what the hell they were up against?


  He had mistrusted that joke, but now he was finding in it a perverted pleasure. After all, he was going to do some turning of the tables himself.


  When it suited him, of course.


  Only then.


  Micky felt suddenly very good. The sun had an extra brightness. He was on his way out from cop trouble for ever, and it was a pleasant feeling, like going on a new sort of holiday, and that was what it was — a new kind of holiday. One that would last the rest of his life.


  The bubbling laughter came back, surging through his deep silences until he felt awakened in a way he never had before. It was a wonderful feeling. It made him want to sing.


  Instead, he whistled.


  ‘Shut up,’ said the man beside him. ‘Keep your mind on your driving. No time to relax now, Micky. Just do what I say. Under those trees, and nose in. You can never be too careful. Never.’


  Micky Hanlon stopped whistling, concentrated on a neat turn into the trees, flasher winking like mad although the road was clear of traffic in either direction.


  ‘I’ll take a leak first,’ Peel said. ‘You coming?’


  Micky nodded. ‘Might as well,’ he said, as though he had a mind to do the other a favour.


  And so he was, but he didn’t know it. Nor was there any expression on Peel’s face to suggest he was aware of the fact. But then it was almost the face of a stranger without the dark whiskers that had been removed from it.


  They went into the trees, and Micky unzipped his flies. He turned to say something because he always felt constrained to talk when relieving himself in company. It was something the other man had noted and remembered.


  But he didn’t say it. He didn’t have time. In the split second awareness raged over and through him, helping to paralyse his nerve centres, the gun in Peel’s hand coughed lethally through its six inches of metal silencer. The bullet tore into Micky Hanlon’s brain through a suddenly red ragged hole over his right eye.


  Peel left him where he fell, with his flies unzipped, looking like a new-style obscene clown in a very modern version of the commedia dell’arte.


  He pocketed the gun with the bulging snout, removed from the pockets of the man he had just murdered his money and few possessions, including sheath-knife, cigarettes and lighter, and the map.


  He stood for a short while squinting with his weak eyes at the map. Behind the thicket of young trees the sunglare was kept to a green gloom and in the shade his headache was no more than a troublesome warmth which he knew he had to cool quickly.


  He took out the bottle of white pellets, tipped a couple into his hand and swallowed them.


  His eyes were squeezed almost shut when he returned to the beige Viva and climbed into the driver’s seat. Before he meshed the gears he put the map beside him on the passenger’s seat.


  On the outskirts of Chichester he pulled on to the forecourt of a petrol station and ordered four gallons. While the attendant was serving him he sat and listened idly to a radio chattering in the glass-enclosed office. An announcer was saying, ‘Since the arrest yesterday of Brian Christopher Haswell, long sought by the police, and a coloured companion who was with him there has been no further news of — ’


  A heavily laden lorry drove by, drowning the announcer’s words. The attendant appeared at the open window beside a man slumped against the back of his seat.


  ‘Anything wrong, sir? You feeling all right?’


  A couple of pound notes were pushed at him.


  ‘Just something I ate last night. Nothing really. I’ll be all right in a minute.’


  The attendant walked away to get change.


  The announcer was saying, ‘A report just received from Cairo confirms that Mr Sadat will — ’


  But Humphrey Peel wasn’t listening. He had something else to listen to. A sound that was locked in his head.


  Chapter 10


  ‘You don’t scare me, Whitey, and I ain’t squealing to the pigs. They can do their own squealing.’


  Jackson Rennie wasn’t a big man, but he tried to talk big. He wanted to make the big sound because it was reassuring, and he needed reassurance. Very badly — and fast.


  Somehow the grin on Frank Drury’s face made him more scared than the angry contempt on the square features of big Bill Hazard.


  ‘Oh, I can scare you, Rennie. Scare you so that you’ll wither up inside just like a zombie’s gone to work on you, and, come to think of it, that’s just about what will happen if you don’t keep a civil tongue and let it tell the truth to a lot of questions to which I want answers. You know what I mean?’


  Drury’s smile seemed to be growing in confidence, like the man was sitting in this game with a whole stack of aces up his sleeve. Jackson Rennie showed his chalk-white teeth that belied the rot in his gums that made women turn their heads unless he chewed goddamn mint pellets all the time.


  ‘I don’t talk sweet to the fuzz, mister.’


  ‘No?’ Drury leaned across the desk in his room at Scotland Yard, scanning the challenging black face opposite as though anxious to decide what kept it in one piece. ‘You will. Oh, you will.’


  ‘You threatening me, pig?’


  Bill Hazard’s shoes squeaked as he went up on his toes and came down again. Both his ham-sized fists were knotted. The seated coloured man frowned. He was only getting through to the wrong man. That wasn’t good.


  ‘I asked if you were threatening me, pig?’


  Drury laughed at him. He knew what laughter would do to Rennie, how it would churn inside him until the bitter flavour almost made him choke on his own bile.


  ‘I don’t have to threaten you, Rennie, to get you to talk. In fact, you’ll spill your guts. But first I want you to know what you’re going to do. You’ll squeal louder than any pig I’ve heard. Hang on to that.’


  He laughed again, happy that the coloured man was hating him with his eyes. Rennie became sullen, held back the next abusive words, and grew suddenly cautious. There was something here he didn’t reach and that was bad, too.


  ‘Give me a reason, man.’


  ‘I’ll give you two,’ Drury said magnanimously. ‘First, an LP record with your prints, found in a house where a murder was set up. Think about it.’


  The white teeth vanished in the dark, evil-smelling cavern of a mouth. Jackson Rennie didn’t have to think about it. He remembered the redhead and her bold eyes and his stupid promise to lend her the calypsos, even though he knew she didn’t want the records, but was using him to needle that bank manager, her husband.


  ‘I love that bongo beat,’ she had lied, hating him for his colour. That had been no lie. It was in her eyes, mixed in with the rest of it.


  ‘That don’t prove a thing,’ he retorted. ‘Not a thing.’


  ‘Think about it,’ Drury invited for the second time.


  Jackson Rennie sat like an image carved from ebony and grotesquely clothed in raiment that didn’t fit him or suit him because it was made by a world that was not his, a world he despised without knowing why, though he could always find a spur-of-the-moment reason.


  He said, ‘How about the second?’


  ‘Let’s keep with the first, Rennie,’ Drury said as though referring to something pleasant. ‘You’ve run with Peel ever since you were released. We’ll get Peel for murder unless he kills himself first. But you won’t ever do that. You’re a big mouth, Rennie, who clings to life. That’s why you left home and came here. You wanted to live.’


  For the first time there was a flash of something wild in the watchful dark eyes. Drury knew what it was. Fear. It had to be. He also knew why.


  Rennie said nothing.


  ‘Because of the LPs we’ll tie you in with Peel and his killings. Peel is through.’


  That was when Jackson Rennie made a mistake. A bad one. He opened his mouth at the wrong time. What he said was addressed as much to himself as to the Yard man because he was the one who wanted to hear his own words.


  He said, ‘Peel, I don’t admit I even know the man, and if I did I’m sure he didn’t set up a murder in that house where you caught me with — ’


  He hesitated over the name.


  ‘Brian Haswell,’ Drury supplied. ‘Let’s keep to real names. Not the one given to an estate agent. Brother of Beryl Weddon.’


  ‘We hadn’t even broke into the house. Just in the garden.’


  ‘Unlawfully. The garden has a fence so it’s still enclosed premises. So with a record you’ll go to jail.’


  Rennie shrugged, but he had to force his muscles to make the gesture. It didn’t come easily.


  ‘Anyway, you’ll go to jail. The best lawyer in the country won’t be able to prevent that. The question is how long. For being mixed up in murder it could be a long time, and that isn’t all, is it?’ Drury smiled. ‘You’d be sent back where you came from. Oh, yes, we know there is a group waiting to deal with you in their own way. When you arrive back among them you’ll have how long before they catch you? A month? Three?’ Drury shook his head. ‘More likely a couple of weeks is my guess. Then they’ll do more to you than you did to that girl you convinced the court with a white judge you’d never seen.’


  Jackson Rennie’s head went down on his chest, came up slowly, fearfully, and the fear in his eyes was a naked, ice-cold flame.


  ‘You know I didn’t mix with murder,’ he protested in a sibilant hiss.


  ‘Here or back home?’ Drury asked relentlessly.


  ‘Here.’


  ‘What I know doesn’t count. What I can prove does. I can prove you helped a killer, if only because Haswell will talk. And you know why. He’s done too much to come out a loser, with nothing. But he’s talked to you, too. I want all he’s told you, what you know about Peel. We couldn’t stop him holding up that van with the money being taken to the Upper Borley branch of the National City Bank and beating up the two men in it. But he has to go somewhere with the money, and that somewhere won’t be in this country, Rennie. He’ll skip with the lot. When Haswell knows that he’ll talk fast, especially as I’m certain he was the mug who set up how Peel should get away. Once more — think about it.’


  This time Drury’s advice was taken.


  Rennie’s chin went down on his chest again. His breathing became audible. Drury signalled to Hazard, who went out and came back with some coffees. The coloured man was given a cigarette. He sat smoking it and flicking ash on the floor. He gulped down the coffee, banging the cup against the saucer as though he had a grudge against it. No one spoke. Drury was watching for the first signs of capitulation. They came when Rennie began shooting half-veiled looks of inquiry across the desk, trying to gauge the opposition.


  Drury began talking in a different vein. This time he was persuasive.


  He said, ‘You can fill in the gaps for us. We know Peel used you as a contact man. You found the Weddons when you were sniffing out Clayson. Did you know Cecil Weddon tried to warn Clayson that he was to be murdered, but arrived too late?’


  Rennie sat woodenly, saying nothing.


  ‘Peel wanted Brian Haswell because the man was hiding from the police and could advise him about money. But Haswell was sticking close to his brother-in-law, who ran a bank. When Peel knew the full score he saw how he could use it, and the power workers’ strike was a real bonus. He stepped up the action, especially as he had a strong-arm type to make sure there were no rebels. Micky Hanlon. With the Weddons in the net and the chance of lifting a quarter of a million or thereabouts at one go his first partner, Vince Pallard, was no longer important. In fact he was a liability because he had arranged the lease of Thaxstead High Barn. It wasn’t hard to check back, Rennie.’


  Drury waited. There was no word from the other, who sat glowering and dejected on the far side of the desk.


  The Yard man continued in the same light, conversational tone, ‘So Vince was out for keeps, like he planned for you and Haswell to be out after Haswell had done the same as Vince Pallard, and fixed up another place for him to go to. Only this time not to operate from at a distance, but to escape from with the loot. Right?’


  Still silence save for the hard breathing on the other side of the desk. Across the room Bill Hazard, smoking and listening, was wearing the look of someone hearing important facts for the first time.


  There were times when the way Frank Drury operated was a revelation to the assistant who had worked closely with him for years. This was one of those times. It was also a time to remain dumb.


  ‘Then you and Haswell made it easy for him by getting picked up. I bet Peel laughs like a sink when he finds out. No, his danger lies in another quarter. The Weddons. Cecil Weddon went into this because he thought the return would be worth it. He gave up a good position with the National City Bank and status in the community — for what? Not peanuts, Rennie.’ Drury’s head shook again. ‘He knows where his wife’s brother arranged for the getaway. Somewhere on the coast, with either a boat or a light aircraft. My guess is a boat because light aircraft, while faster, are more easily traceable. Also, when something happens to them it’s apt to be over-dramatic. Less chance of a boat coming to grief, even accidentally. So there will be double-crossing, be sure of that. Your share of nothing will remain nothing, Rennie, whatever big promises you’ve been given.’


  This time the baited man spoke.


  ‘There’s Micky.’


  ‘Good with a cosh or a knife. We know Hanlon’s weight. He’s a thug, by upbringing and instinct. That makes him very conservative. He won’t change his preferences. He’s hidebound, like most bullies. When the time comes he’ll end up like a swatted fly. Most likely with a bullet in the head, because Peel loves firearms. We know that. Pushing that knife into Vic Clayson was just bragging, like hiding the key of a cabinet in the man’s clothes, a key with his own fingerprint on it. Only he’s officially dead, isn’t he? That’s what got you all interested in him in the first place. He first set things up so that he wasn’t existing any more. He had died in a fire. Well, we can alter the record when we charge him with the murder of that plastic surgeon, Anthony Arbuthnot. You see, Arbuthnot’s murder preceded the fire in which Humphrey Peel was supposed to die.’


  Hazard knew this was a crude bluff, but he could see his chief’s words wreaking havoc on the coloured man’s now unsettled mind. Jackson Rennie had been brought to the state when he did not know what to believe, so began thinking of what was best for himself. That reduced him to a level where he forgot all the advice drilled into him by his associates in crime.


  Drury didn’t pause for long. He was reaching towards his climax.


  ‘So you’re out. You’ll get no help, Rennie. You’ve blundered and will be left to take what’s coming to you. All you can do is co-operate to save yourself. We’ll soon know where the Weddons have run to and where Peel will make for.’


  ‘How?’ The word was wrung from the coloured listener.


  ‘It’s reasonable that Haswell took that house he lived in through an estate agent and he used an assumed name. We found evidence of that, and the estate agent will soon be calling to give us the information we want. But what is surprising is that when the house was searched early this morning we didn’t find anything additional pointing to this place wherever it is. Now that’s odd. It will be a well-hidden place. You’d think there might be maps of how to get there — ’


  ‘Two maps. Peel had one. Haswell had the other in a bureau.’


  Hazard coughed to cover a choking sound of surprise.


  Drury said, ‘That’s the sort of thing we want to know if you want to recover your LPs, Rennie.’


  Five minutes later Hazard took Rennie out of the room to where his statement could be taken down, typed out, signed and duly witnessed. Drury lit his pipe and sat staring at the telephone nearest his right hand, as though willing it to ring. He hadn’t disclosed to Rennie that the bureau in Haswell’s house had been forced open and not by a professional cracksman. There was no map inside. He looked at his watch three times in the next few minutes. He had given the estate agent’s a time to ring him, judging when he would be through with Rennie. It was nearly six minutes past the agreed time.


  The phone rang. A man named Stevens told him that they had arranged through a Chichester estate agent’s for their client to lease the house of a man who was abroad with his family for nine months.


  ‘There is a boathouse with a power craft, part of the leased property,’ Stevens explained. ‘I’m a bit late getting through because we had to get on to Chichester about details.’


  ‘I understand,’ said Drury. ‘But first tell me the exact locality, Mr Stevens.’


  When he hung up he relit his cold pipe and stared at what he had written down on his pad. He had finished his pipe before he rang Dr Cadman’s home and spoke to Carol Wilson. Afterwards he rang the Morning Gazette.


  He asked for Rollo, who wasn’t in. He next asked for Joe Murphy, to be given the same answer.


  On the spur of the moment he decided Dan Simpson might be able to tell him what he wanted to know. He was put through to the news editor, who was reluctant to answer questions, but finally told him enough to make the Yard man swear.


  The quality and luridness of the swearing made Dan Simpson scowl at first. Then the scowl changed to a grin.


  He said to the angry man in Scotland Yard, ‘Sounds like that pair of lads are out to collect a scoop, Superintendent.’


  ‘They’ll have the chance to tell it in jail if they get in my bloody way,’ Drury told him.


  When he hung up there were two smiling men, one in Fleet Street and the other in Drury’s room in Scotland Yard. Dan Simpson had high hopes. So did Frank Drury. The latter realized that it wasn’t himself who could be tripped by Joe Murphy and Rollo Hackley, but Humphrey Peel.


  But he wasn’t happy about Micky Hanlon. In fact, Micky Hanlon remained a dubious quantity until his body was found three days later by a schoolboy looking for cobnuts.
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  ‘For God’s sake stop worrying, Rollo boy,’ Joe Murphy complained. ‘I tell you we’re not in trouble.’


  Rollo manoeuvred around an articulated lorry that was drawing in to the side of the road. He didn’t respond to the other’s advice until the car was again picking up speed.


  ‘No trouble, not for breaking and entering?’


  ‘Not if the owner or the rightful tenant, and that’s Brian Haswell, doesn’t bring a charge against us.’


  ‘What about that bureau we broke open?’


  ‘I broke open, not you. I came provided with a chisel, you didn’t.’


  ‘I’m involved, Joe. Not that I’m complaining about involvement per se, if you understand me.’


  ‘I might,’ Murphy growled, ‘if you spoke English instead of Latin.’


  ‘But forcing open that bureau labelled us housebreakers,’ Rollo insisted.


  ‘Burglars, not housebreakers,’ the Irish crime reporter pointed out. ‘We operated in the hours of darkness, not during daylight.’


  ‘Be serious, Joe.’


  ‘All right. Haswell is the only one who could complain. Well, he can’t. Because what we’ve taken, that map, with the piece of paper holding the address and phone number attached to it, is right now something he’s glad to have out of the place. Anywhere out, Rollo. Even in my pocket.’


  ‘I’m still not convinced.’


  ‘You’re an obstinate cuss, Rollo, which makes me marvel at my liking you at all, for you can be the devil’s own trial to a man’s temper. Have a cigarette and stop worrying. I tell you it’s all right.’


  Rollo took the cigarette and accepted a light and drove for three minutes in silence before he said, ‘I’d feel better about it if we called the Yard and let Drury know.’


  The shrewd Irishman looked at him from under squeezed eyelids.


  ‘You’re thinking of your girl, aren’t you?’


  ‘Among other people. You included.’


  ‘Me!’ Murphy’s utterance was a soft scream. ‘Why in the world include me? I’m a sinner, maybe, but, hell’s bells and bananas, Rollo boy, I’m not a criminal. I’m not wearing high-priced gear for a start and I haven’t got a fancy woman installed in a luxury flat. Look at me if you can without taking your eyes off the road. Do I look like a crook with money to burn? I do not. I’m a poor man. I damned well look a poor man. I’ll die one, that’s for sure.’


  It was calculated blarney, but Rollo refused to be cajoled out of his mood of belated regret, even by an expert.


  ‘I’d still be happier if I was sure we weren’t ham-stringing Drury.’


  ‘Let’s keep names and personalities out of it,’ Murphy advised.


  ‘That’s how I feel, Joe.’


  Murphy tossed his glowing butt through the window. He had a sneaking feeling that it wasn’t Drury who had to be appeased but Dan Simpson. Drury couldn’t apply the boot, Dan Simpson could and without any comeback from the NUJ for this sort of caper.


  ‘Tell you what I’ll do, Rollo boy,’ he said. ‘You stop at the next garage and I’ll call the paper collect. I’ll talk to Dan. I’ll leave him to reach Drury, or failing him Bill Hazard. That’ll make it look like the paper’s backing us, and by God so it should. What we’re doing is earning a bonus no one’s going to pay us. And you know something? We could even be risking our lives like bloody war correspondents. You know what that makes us?’


  ‘A couple of prize idiots.’


  ‘Rollo, boy, you’re doing your best to depress me, which isn’t kind, not even when I haven’t a drink in my hand for solace. No, boy, we’ll end up heroes.’


  ‘That’ll be the day.’


  Joe Murphy grinned, aware that he’d overcome the other’s scruples, which were something lacking in his own make-up so he never had to bother about them. It was always other people who had scruples he had to overcome. He believed that was why he hated scruples of any kind, held for whatever reason. They were like chains on a man.


  ‘The next garage, and I phone,’ he said.


  Dan Simpson had a few choice epithets to toss at his caller from West Sussex, but because he was a good news editor, and equally because he firmly believed a paper couldn’t be run without loyalty on the part of the staff, he growled that he would take care of the Yard end.


  ‘Don’t get under Drury’s feet and come back with a good story, Joe,’ he finished. ‘You do that and I don’t give a damn if you’ve broken into the Tower of London. In fact, it would make a bloody good story if someone did.’


  ‘Someone did and his name was Blood,’ Murphy reminded him.


  ‘And he hated the Irish, Joe, so watch it.’


  Dan Simpson was first to ring off — hurriedly. He was still feeling he had scored when he phoned the Yard. He was put through to Drury and his feeling of complacency died a hurried death.


  ‘Now I’ll hold you responsible if they get under my feet, Mr Simpson,’ Drury said in a gruff voice, grinning expansively at the bare wall opposite.


  ‘But I’m ringing because they want you to know where they’re making for,’ Dan Simpson protested.


  ‘I don’t need them to tell me. I already know. So do the West Sussex police. I’ve got them on the lookout.’


  Drury couldn’t see the grin these words brought to his caller’s face. Simpson hung up, shaking his head.


  ‘You’ve got to hand it to him,’ he said to a man with no idea of what he was talking about. ‘He never gets taken by surprise. Certainly not by me.’


  But Drury wasn’t running full tilt into a lucky streak. He wasn’t to know it at the time, but shortly after he had hung up, and was preparing to have Bill Hazard drive him down to Selsey, Rollo entered Chichester and steered through the heart of the city, and in South Street had a van back into him from the blind side of a stationary petrol tanker. The constable who approached to sort out the argument and note down particulars of the mishap had his walkie-talkie set turned off and so did not identify the number of Rollo’s car as the one broadcast in a general police alert throughout West Sussex.


  As a result of the constable’s failure to receive the message requested by Frank Drury in London, Rollo was allowed to continue after a delay of about twenty minutes. He drove south out of the city and crossed the A27 ring road and continued south towards Selsey Bill.


  ‘We ought to take a closer look at the map, Joe,’ he said. ‘We’re not far away now.’


  This time when he halted they studied the map and followed the direction indicated by a red pencil line.


  ‘You keep a sharp eye for this turning on the right. If we turn too soon we get back towards Dell Quay. If we turn too late we’ll end up at this marina with all the other craft. What we want is this lane — look.’


  Rollo held the map towards his companion.


  ‘It’s not numbered,’ Murphy complained.


  ‘That’s why we don’t have to miss it, Joe.’


  But they did miss it, simply because the notice ‘Private road’ put them off. It was not until they stopped a grey-haired man on a push-bike that they realized they had to go back and take the private road.


  A couple of hundred yards down it Rollo parked on a broad strip of greensward.


  ‘What’s the idea?’ Murphy asked.


  Rollo pointed to the name of the house in the address pinned to the map. Calanque.


  ‘We’d better walk to make sure we’re not observed approaching,’ he said.


  Joe Murphy glared at him.


  ‘Rollo boy,’ he said disgustedly, ‘you have more discouraging notions to offer than anyone I ever met outside an Irish church, and I’m not so damned sure I shouldn’t say inside as well.’


  Rollo locked his car and they started walking. It was a narrow lane that had not been taken over by the local council, for the surface was rutted, there was no pavement, and bushes and trees at times fringed the pot-holed road surface which retained a large number of puddles from recent rain.


  ‘Calanque,’ said Murphy. ‘Now what the hell sort of name is that for a house in a Christian land? It sounds heathenish.’


  ‘It’s French,’ Rollo informed him. ‘It’s quite an apt name, I should say, for it means a fjord or inlet.’


  ‘An inlet is it?’ Murphy snorted. ‘Well, let me tell you, Rollo boy, we seem to be miles away from any water.’


  ‘We’re not. If you examined the map closely, you’ll have seen where the shoreline of the harbour winds in and out making a broken landscape with all sorts of inlets and winding waterways. Some are large, others quite small and — ’


  He stopped as his companion grabbed his arm and clutched it tightly. Murphy drew him towards a hedge which offered a thin green screen, for most of the leaves had fallen from it.


  ‘Did you see the name? Calanque. We’re here, Rollo boy.’


  ‘Which is the house?’


  ‘I didn’t see the house, just the name. So what do we do, march up to the front door, ring the bell, and ask if they want to buy a vacuum cleaner?’


  ‘This is your caper, Joe.’


  ‘Now don’t be like that, Rollo boy,’ the Irishman protested. ‘Damn it, I didn’t know we’d find a map to bring us down here when I broke open the bureau.’


  ‘You didn’t know, but you were hoping, you hypocrite. So what’s in your mind?’


  ‘That’s the devil of it. I’m stuck, like a tinker in a wet bog.’


  ‘One thing we should do. Make sure any boat in the boathouse has an engine which won’t start. That should earn Drury’s approval.’


  ‘Bedad, that’s thinking, Rollo boy. So we — Back!’ Murphy broke off, hissing and forcing the other down to his knees as a car turned out of a drive concealed by overhanging branches from a view farther up the lane.


  Rollo recognized it. He had been driven in that car from the Upper Borley bank to Cecil Weddon’s home. But the man at the wheel was not the bank manager overcome by greed. It wasn’t until the car had turned a bend in the lane that Rollo knew who the clean-shaven stranger was.


  Humphrey Peel.


  And the man seemed to be escaping!


  Chapter 11


  ‘Peel — in Cecil Weddon’s car!’ Rollo said, his voice low-pitched but fierce.


  The Irish crime reporter rose to his feet. ‘You sure of that, boy?’ He shook his head. ‘No, he didn’t come all this way to collect Weddon’s car. But he sure looked like a man who was suffering. I mean, did you see that look on his face?’


  Rollo rose to his feet more slowly.


  ‘What in hell’s wrong?’ his companion demanded. ‘You look like you’ve got palsy.’


  ‘I’m listening in case he turns and comes back, Joe.’


  ‘And why in the name of seven angels should he be doing that?’


  ‘He just might recognize my car parked near the opening of this lane. He would if he was watching the bank when I called on Weddon. I left my car parked nearby and went home with Weddon in his car. I collected my car later when Drury had finished with me.’


  Joe Murphy nodded ponderously while they both listened.


  ‘Not a sound,’ he declared impatiently. ‘Now what?’


  ‘We call at the house. Come on.’


  The drive from the front gate with the name Calanque in gold letters on varnished brown wood to the house was almost overgrown with unkempt hedges and unpruned trees. A large number of fleshy weeds, reluctant to surrender to the inevitable after summer’s departure still struggled for survival in places along the cracked cement. Parked before the house was a beige Vauxhall Viva.


  ‘You recognise it?’ Joe Murphy asked.


  ‘Never seen it before,’ Rollo told him.


  The crime reporter’s natural curiosity made him open the door.


  ‘Hey, look, boy!’ he called softly.


  He pointed to the pair of large sunglasses of the wraparound kind that someone had trodden on.


  ‘Peel’s,’ said Rollo.


  ‘And look at this.’ Murphy had found the broken window when he tried to wind it up. ‘Been trouble, wouldn’t you say?’


  Rollo was by this time staring in shocked fascination at some fresh bloodstains he had found on the back seat. He cautiously and hesitantly touched one with the tip of a finger.


  ‘Still wet, Joe.’


  Joe Murphy looked at the house. There was a grim expression on his face, but his Celtic eyes were fiery.


  ‘By God, this is going to be a story for sure!’


  After wiping the tacky blood from his finger end Rollo followed him to the house. It was a gabled property with bare wisteria vines clinging to its once white walls and dumpy chimneys decorated with turkey cowls, proclaiming that in winter winds from the sea produced unpleasant down-draughts. The front door was open.


  They walked in hesitantly, looking in the rooms opening from the square hall. In a rear lounge giving on to a garden with a boathouse at the far end they found them. The man was dead, most of the top of his head missing. The woman was also dead, but she seemed to be smiling. The front of her dress was soggy with drying blood. There was a pool of blood at her side.


  In her right hand she still gripped the gun that had once pointed threateningly at Rollo.


  ‘Jesus, a massacre!’ whispered Joe Murphy huskily. ‘That damned Peel, he came here and shot them, and then — then — ’


  He paused, shaking his head.


  ‘Damned if it don’t get confusing,’ he complained.


  ‘Then,’ Rollo took him up, ‘Peel went back to the car outside and he trod on his sunglasses when he started fumbling around. Then he spilled blood on the back seat when he leaned over to do — what?’


  ‘Lift out something he had with him.’


  ‘Something he brought with him because — ’ Rollo stopped to stare through the French windows at the boathouse.


  ‘He wanted to get away with it in a boat,’ the Irishman took him up. ‘So he put it in the boat. Well, we can check that much, Rollo.’


  They went outside and started for the boathouse. Its door, at the rear, was ajar. They went inside and saw the boat, a thirty-foot seagoing Freeman. The brightwork shone dully, the paintwork had lost its bloom, and the craft was moored fore and aft with new-looking ropes, taut because the tide was well out.


  Rollo pointed. ‘Look, Joe, more blood.’


  The crime reporter’s Adam’s apple was riding up and down in his neck. He wore the look of a man prepared not to believe his own eyesight.


  He said nothing, but clambered into the waist of the boat and ducked into the cabin. A minute later his head reappeared, his eyes very wide, but still glowing with excitement.


  ‘Four locked bags and a satchel, bedad, and one of the bags has more blood on it. Spell that one out, Rollo.’


  Before accepting the invitation Rollo also climbed down into the boat. The bags had been dumped on seats that could be converted into beds. The satchel was on a small table under a port window, with a trim little galley under the opposite starboard window.


  The two men looked at each other.


  ‘Somehow he’s pulled it off, Joe. He’s got the bank’s money here.’


  ‘Then why in hell did he go driving off in their car?’


  The older man waved a hand in the general direction of the house.


  ‘You saw the gun she held,’ Rollo said softly, eyes almost closed as he concentrated on reading the scene he had imprinted in his mind like a still from some Technicolor drama. ‘He killed the man first, firing quickly and smashing the top of his head. Then he turned to the woman and took more careful aim, but he didn’t see she had snatched up a gun. He killed her, but not before she wounded him, Joe. That’s why he was in their car.’


  Joe Murphy was frowning.


  ‘Well, go on, for God’s sake,’ he said, almost snarling. ‘Spell it all out. Why? Why not his own?’


  ‘A stolen car, doubtless. Perhaps it began to give trouble and he couldn’t start it again after the engine had stopped. Or he had seen the fresh bloodstains he’d left after unloading the sacks from it. The reason doesn’t matter. He took theirs.’


  ‘I’m still asking why. I’m damned sure he hadn’t come this far only to get cold feet and run away in a panic, leaving this stuff here.’ Murphy waved at the sacks, which were of a faded purple colour, rather like the sacks used by postal collectors, except that they bore no black-stencilled code letters. ‘Besides, look. The key’s in the ignition, ready for take-off.’


  Rollo looked at the key thrust into the ignition on the instrument panel beside the wheel. He was still concentrating on that colourful still holding the gaze of his mind’s eye.


  ‘It’s possible he had to go into Chichester to get something to stop his own bleeding. Depends how bad he was hurt. And he broke those sunglasses. Now he’s on his own he’ll need another pair unless he’s going to try getting away in daylight nearly blind.’


  ‘You mean he can afford to wait till it’s dark, when his sight will be as normal as most men’s in daylight. So he’s making himself scarce and doing something about his bullet wound.’


  ‘Something like that,’ Rollo nodded. ‘In any case, he couldn’t risk putting off alone in this boat in daylight as he is.’


  ‘But he could be back any time, couldn’t he?’


  ‘Yes, he could, Joe.’


  ‘So?’


  Rollo looked puzzled. ‘I don’t follow. So what?’


  ‘So why don’t we take off in this boat and dump her where he won’t find her? He’s armed. If we wait till he comes back he may add us to his collection of corpses, and that prospect gives me no pleasure at all, Rollo boy.’


  ‘When we’ve moored her somewhere else we go to the police?’


  ‘Whatever you say. We’ll have a story that will set the other bastards in Fleet Street screaming, and that’s what we came for.’


  Rollo didn’t take long to make up his mind.


  ‘Okay, cast off, Joe. I’ll start her up.’


  Joe Murphy needed no second bidding. He jumped on to the narrow mooring stage and unhitched the ropes fore and aft, threw them inboard, and jumped down beside Rollo as the engine roared. Rollo throttled down and engaged the gears forward and the boat nosed out of the open space into the channel of salt water beyond. He brought her round to starboard to face a wider stretch of water between reed-covered banks. As he did so Joe Murphy looked back and shouted, ‘Cops, by God!’


  Rollo turned his head and followed the Irishman’s outraged gaze. A couple of peak-capped panda car constables were waving and gesticulating.


  ‘They must have seen my car and been checking the houses down the lane. How the devil do you think they came to be looking for my car, Joe?’


  ‘You were involved with that black van and the cop took your number.’


  ‘No, this is something else. My guess is Drury wants us picked up. Someone’s talked.’


  ‘It wouldn’t be Dan,’ Murphy scowled, wanting to convince himself, ‘though he insisted on having the name of this place when I phoned.’ Rollo was watching him with about a dozen questions in his face. ‘Said he’d have to know in case Drury got bloody-minded. Well, we were practically here by then. If it hadn’t been for that damned van — ’ He punched the bulkhead housing the instruments. ‘Open her up, for God’s sake, boy. We’ve got to lose ourselves now.’


  ‘Then you don’t think — ’ Rollo didn’t have to say the rest, for Joe Murphy shouted.


  ‘No, I damned well don’t think we should turn her over to that pair. They probably think we murdered the couple in the house. We sit this out till Drury comes down. Now if only we had a photographer. Hell, what a story this could be — with pictures.’


  Rollo said nothing. He could barely define his feelings at that moment. They were an acute mixture of dismay and apprehension.


  He swung out of the channel which presumably gave the house they had left its name, increased the throttle in wider water, and spurted ahead. However, he was in strange waters and had no chart. Moreover, the tide was low. He slammed the boat on to a sandbank, burying her nose. The craft shuddered, the engine stalled, and as he switched off Rollo said, ‘Damnation. We’ll probably have to remain stuck here till the tide changes, unless — ’


  He broke off, grabbed a boathook from the gunwale, and bent over to try to push the boat free. He went for’ard to try there after meeting with no success, and that was when he saw the boat’s name clearly for the first time, so that it registered.


  Mudlark.


  He was laughing when he straightened.


  ‘What’s so funny?’ Murphy asked sourly.


  ‘Look at the name on the stern, Joe.’


  ‘I don’t have to. I saw it back in the boathouse.’


  ‘Well, don’t you think it funny — even in a wild way appropriate?’


  Murphy scowled. ‘What I think is only a damned fool would call a boat by such a name, and only a bigger fool would be ready to go driving around in a boat so named.’


  ‘And what does that make us?’ Rollo asked quietly.


  Murphy swore with a strange pothouse fluency that would have been impressive if Rollo had been waiting to hear. But he had restarted the engine and had put the gears in reverse. He gave the craft plenty of throttle.


  Whether this manoeuvre might have pulled Mudlark free of whatever underwater reef she had nosed into was not to be demonstrated, for at that moment the engine coughed and died.


  ‘We’re out of fuel,’ Rollo announced.
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  The idea came to Dan Simpson after swallowing a cup of coffee that was lukewarm and too sweet, just the way he hated it. He went to Rollo’s desk, hunted through his private papers until he found the phone number he wanted. He rang the Cadman home, spoke to Carol and learned that Drury had been talking to her about what her fiancé had done the previous evening. He then said, ‘Would you be prepared to go down to Sussex with a photographer? I think your boy friend’s going to get a real exclusive which will be worth pictures. But you’ll have to point him out to my man with the camera.’


  ‘Won’t he recognize Joe Murphy?’ Carol asked.


  ‘He’s a free-lance. I can’t spare anyone else.’


  Carol thought about it and said, ‘What you mean is, Mr Simpson, you don’t want another staff man running foul of the police.’


  ‘Any time you want to work for a newspaper, Miss Wilson, ring me,’ Simpson said. ‘I work with so many damned fools it’s nice to know there’s still a few youngsters with a head they know how to use. Will you go?’


  ‘After that, how can I refuse?’


  ‘I was hoping you couldn’t,’ Simpson said shamelessly. ‘He’s a fast driver and free with his hands whatever the speed, but I’ll warn him off that course. Just to remind him, keep your engagement ring on display. Oh, and his name’s Pettifer — Sam Pettifer. He’s charming when he wants to be, drinks like a fish when someone else is paying, and has littered E.C.4 with bruised female hearts. But to be fair, I don’t think he’s ever quite broken one. He’s got a better sense of timing than an astronaut on a moon flight. Oh, yes — thanks.’


  He rang off.


  Forty minutes later she opened the front door to a smiling young man with a beard and merry eyes and a camera dangling from a strap round his neck like a kerbside photo tout’s. He wore an open velvet jacket over tight-fitting jeans and a dazzling pink shirt with a wide blue tie, as big as a bib, covered with psychedelic whirls and blobs.


  ‘My,’ he said, showing teeth that somehow made his whiskery mouth inviting, ‘ready and waiting. You are Carol Wilson?’


  ‘I am. Let’s go. Sussex is some way over the horizon, in case your geography’s faulty.’


  When she was beside him in the E type he took off as though fully confident that the car would grow wings. She glanced at him and tried to keep her voice neutral when she said, ‘And you’re Sam Pettifer. I must say you look with it, Sam.’


  His retort came without pause.


  ‘And I’ve been told to keep it, girlie. Only goes to show what a bad reputation can do for you.’ He grinned at her with interesting insolence. ‘You get promised a bonus for not being yourself.’ The grin spread. ‘I mean for being good. And a close next to hot dollies, in my dossier, comes cold cash.’


  ‘So we’ll keep this strictly commercial.’


  He sighed theatrically, enjoying himself. ‘I learned early, the hard way, one can’t have everything.’


  She humoured him just to assure him she wasn’t unfriendly.


  ‘Whatever do you do to compensate?’


  ‘I go around expecting surprises. Pleasant of course, because I never waste time expecting the other sort.’


  He certainly drove fast.


  By the time he had cleared Billingshurst on the A29 he was in front of the car driven by Bill Hazard, with a thoughtful Frank Drury beside him, smoking a pipe and considering the chance of getting an early night for a change — always supposing the West Sussex police had performed as he had hoped.


  He knew someone was in for a big surprise.


  What he didn’t know was that the someone he hadn’t considered was himself.
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  The young female assistant behind the cosmetics counter spoke to the man in the cap who was waiting his turn at the chemist’s counter. The man was holding his side and his face was twitching. His eyes were screwed up as though the sunlight outside had affected them.


  ‘Can I help you?’ she inquired.


  The man in the cap turned and stared at her through his almost shut eyes.


  He took a hand from his pocket while still holding his side with the other, and said, ‘I’d like a crepe bandage and a lint bandage. Both of them as long as you’ve got.’


  ‘I’ll see what we have,’ she said and went behind the man in the white coat who was explaining to an elderly woman why he couldn’t supply her with what she required without a doctor’s prescription. As the woman was deaf and persistent, he had his work cut out in making her accept refusal.


  The girl from the cosmetics counter took a crepe bandage wrapped in transparent paper from a wall box and an ordinary lint bandage from a glass case.


  ‘That all?’ she inquired of the man in the cap, who seemed to be more bowed than a couple of minutes before.


  ‘Some safety pins.’


  She looked in two more wall boxes, consulted the chemist having a hard time with the deaf elderly woman, and came back to announce that they had no safety pins, but would a box of Band-Aids do, as she presumed he wanted them to fix the bandages.


  ‘They’ll do,’ he nodded, his voice gruff as though he was in pain. ‘And give me a pair of polaroid sunglasses.’


  She looked surprised at this request but said, ‘Yes, sir.’


  She brought the box of Band-Aids, put it beside the bandages on her side of the counter, and held out a pair of dark polaroid spectacles.


  ‘Perhaps you would try these on to see if they fit?’ she suggested. ‘They’re two pounds thirty-six.’


  She held out the polaroids over the counter. He reached for them with the hand that had been holding his side. That was when she saw the blood on his fingers, and looking down glimpsed the dark stain that had come through his clothes.


  Perhaps, as someone working behind a cosmetics counter, she did not require as stern a stomach as an assistant behind the counter where pharmaceuticals were sold. She screamed.


  The man in the cap swore, dropped the polaroids on the floor, and as he turned around trod on them without noticing, for he knocked another customer sideways in his hurry to get out of the shop.


  On the pavement outside he hesitated, gasping, shaking his head as though to clear it, then stumbled to the kerb, hesitated again, and began running across the road.


  There was a shout. A car’s horn blew. Tyres squealed as they locked on a hard, unyielding road surface, but they couldn’t stop in time.


  The man in the cap who had run from the chemist’s shop went down under a bus whose driver couldn’t avoid him. There was a sudden red stain on the offside front wheel of the bus and on the bright green paintwork above the tall tyre.


  Chapter 12


  Drury and Hazard arrived at the hospital, accompanied by a uniformed superintendent of the West Sussex police, about five minutes after Humphrey Peel died.


  The Yard superintendent asked the constable who had accompanied the ambulance, ‘Did he make any statement?’ but was answered by the doctor.


  ‘He didn’t recover consciousness. Nothing we could do. He had been shot and was probably dying when he ran into the road, but the bus killed him. The bullet hole was clean, but the bus made a real mess.’


  Drury nodded at the form concealed by a stained white sheet.


  ‘Thanks, Doctor.’


  Hazard glanced at him. Frank Drury looked like a man who had been forced to accept a defeat of sorts. The expression on his face was one his assistant had seen only rarely in the past.


  The local superintendent, whose name was Charcombe, stayed to have a few words with the constable, and then joined the two men from Scotland Yard. On the way back to police headquarters there was little conversation, none of it about the man who had somehow cheated them by dying, as Bill Hazard considered the tragedy. But then, Bill Hazard was still feeling resentment against all criminals who had been associated with Humphrey Peel and the bad taste left by his close encounter with Jackson Rennie still lingered and would for days. He had yet to achieve complete objectivity as a detective.


  Drury’s mind was elsewhere and ranging widely. It was brought back to the immediate region around the city when, upon arriving at police headquarters, he was informed of the spotting of Rollo Hackley’s car and the discovery of the corpses in the rear lounge of the house named Calanque.


  The panda patrol car had been called in.


  He spoke to the two constables who had witnessed the boat being driven away towards the open water of the harbour.


  ‘Describe the men you saw,’ he told the spokesman of the pair, who had related what had transpired after they had seen the wanted car parked at the end of a private road off the road to Selsey.


  The young constable’s description was close enough for Drury to recognize. He turned to Bill Hazard, who nodded and said, ‘That’s them.’


  ‘The bloody fools,’ growled Drury. ‘If this is a stupid caper just to get a story for the Gazette, I’ll roast the pair of them.’


  Superintendent Charcombe and his two constables stood like graven images, listening without understanding.


  ‘I don’t think that’s the answer,’ Hazard said carefully. ‘Oh, they came for a story and they were smart enough to do it before there was any embargo from the Yard. But I think they were trying to help when they got in that boat and took off.’


  ‘Because those sacks were not found in the Viva?’


  ‘Yes,’ Hazard nodded. ‘Those sacks are somewhere. My guess is in the boat.’


  ‘If you’re right, Bill, there’s another question.’


  ‘I know,’ Hazard agreed. ‘How did they know anything about the sacks? I think we’ve got to put one and one together. Hackley could have picked up enough at the Weddons’ place to have tumbled to what was going to happen and, again, Murphy has other pals at the Yard and when they got that map out of the bureau and they put their heads together — well, it didn’t take long to realize things were moving this way. After all, Peel had almost boasted to Hackley about the raid he had set up.’


  ‘But neither Hackley nor Joe Murphy knew about our calling on Dick Barrett last night or what I pressured him into agreeing to do.’


  Bill Hazard grinned. ‘If they had, would they have bothered to come down here?’


  ‘Only for the story,’ Drury grunted. ‘But I get your point, Bill. It doesn’t make them any less bloody fools. Now we’ve got to find them. If we wait for them to be picked up, perhaps in Hampshire or even Dorset, this little ripple is going to widen into one damn big wave of adverse publicity.’


  Hazard began to look discouraged.


  The local superintendent coughed. ‘Perhaps I could help if you put me in the picture,’ he told Drury.


  ‘Very well,’ said the Yard man. ‘This is our problem, Charcombe.’


  In a few words he explained why he wanted the two men who had been seen disappearing in the Mudlark picked up before they landed anywhere outside West Sussex, and why he had no wish for the story about their taking the boat to become public property, as it would if some local reporter got hold of it and sold it to a Fleet Street news agency.


  ‘I can handle the Gazette. I can’t do much with the whole of Fleet Street and the local papers throughout the South of England,’ he told the local superintendent, who was smiling. ‘You find it amusing. So would the whole damned country. I don’t want the funny side played up. Peel was a killer, and there’s too damned much on the record to be sorted out.’


  One of the constables coughed, apparently following the example of the senior local man.


  They all looked at him and the young constable flushed. But Drury saw the grim look on his face, and realized the other felt he had something to offer and had plucked up enough courage to risk talking out of turn.


  ‘What is it, constable?’ he asked. ‘Anything you can suggest that will help I’m ready to listen to. You saw something you think I should know, that it?’


  The constable glanced apologetically at Charcombe, who gave him clearance with a wave of the hand while watching him with narrowed eyes.


  ‘Well, sir,’ said the constable. ‘In the boathouse, when we got to it, there were these petrol cans, all full. Ten cans, making twenty gallons of fuel. The cans were stacked to one side and they weren’t dusty, so they were fairly new — I mean, they’d been stacked recently. But there were no empty cans anywhere and so — ’


  ‘Constable,’ said Drury, smiling at the young man, ‘you don’t have to go on. I get the point. Very shrewd of you, and thank you for telling me. You mean the boat’s fuel tank must be practically empty because the fuel had not been taken on board, and as there was no empty can lying around none had been used since the last time she returned to the boathouse, possibly months ago. And the chances are her fuel tank had only a few pints left.’


  ‘Well, yes, sir, but that would mean whoever took the boat wouldn’t get far, and if they ran out of juice in mid-harbour — ’


  Drury wasn’t listening. He had turned around to face the local superintendent.


  ‘I think, Charcombe,’ he said, ‘if you can fix us up with a harbour patrol craft we might just possibly have a chance of keeping this affair in the family, so to speak.’ He turned back to the still flushed constable. ‘Very shrewd indeed, constable, and thank you for speaking up.’


  He glanced inquiringly at Superintendent Charcombe, who was reaching for a phone and looking amused again.


  ‘This is going to be one to tell when I’ve retired,’ he told Drury, ‘and that won’t be so damned long now.’
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  Rollo was watching the level of water against the reeds of the starboard side. He was convinced the tide had turned, and it would now be only a matter of waiting until they were floated off the sandbank. He was about to draw Joe Murphy’s attention to the level against the reeds when the Irishman shouted at him, ‘Will you look at this coming towards us, boy? I’m either dreaming or having hallucinations, and not a drop to drink since we left your place this morning.’


  Rollo straightened his back and twisted around. His mouth fell slack.


  ‘God Almighty!’


  ‘And well you can say that,’ Murphy told him with heavy humour. ‘For this is supernatural for sure. Look at that damned tie, Rollo. What would a nice girl like your Carol be doing escorting a tie like that?’


  They stood side by side in the waist of the boat watching the small rowboat coming towards them. Sitting in the stern was Sam Pettifer, velvet jacket wide, his bib-like tie flowing over one shoulder like a pennant in the breeze. He was aiming his Leica fitted with a 1:4 Tessar lens and taking shots of the Mudlark while Carol bent her supple shoulders to pulling on a pair of oars.


  ‘And she’s rowing him, Rollo,’ Murphy grunted. ‘That damned Sam Pettifer always makes his women slave for him. The man’s a bloody Arab. Bedad, this is Dan Simpson’s doing. That’s why he wanted the address, so’s he could have a story with pictures. Ain’t he the conniving fox?’


  ‘You know this character in the pink shirt?’ Rollo asked.


  ‘I don’t know him,’ Murphy was at pains to explain. ‘I know of him. I’ve seen him in pubs. I’ve seen the way women ogle him and that’s enough to make a saint spit.’


  He spat over the boat’s side in case Rollo should be in any doubt as to the implication of his words.


  ‘What is he, for God’s sake?’


  ‘A damned free-lance. Probably makes a bomb out of porno pictures and works for kicks, just to keep the Vice Squad off his neck.’


  Making due allowance for his companion’s exaggeration, Rollo still didn’t like this view of his fiancée rowing the other towards Mudlark. It made him cringe inside.


  ‘Here, take the boathook,’ he said savagely to Murphy. ‘I’m liable to push it through his neck.’


  ‘And spoil that sweet shirt with all the blood, Rollo boy?’ Murphy grinned with mock chiding. ‘Now if you had a bucket of hot tar and a sackful of feathers I could think of a good use for both.’


  But he took the boathook.


  Amazingly when Carol was helped aboard by Sam Pettifer, using both hands, and Joe Murphy using one while he kept the rowboat bobbing close alongside with the other, Rollo’s annoyance and resentment evaporated like steam under a hot sun, for Carol threw her arms around his neck, saying, ‘Thank God you’re safe, darling!’


  Before he could speak there was a click, followed by another from a little lower, and he turned to see the bearded man with the fancy gear stooping low and aiming his Leica.


  ‘Lovely, lovely,’ Sam Pettifer crooned.


  It didn’t take long for the free-lance to relate what Dan Simpson had told him by way of instructions.


  ‘I’m under your orders, Murphy. Simpson said you’d tell me what to take, apart from background shots. Those he leaves to my discretion.’ He grinned impudently at Carol. ‘I’m well known for that.’


  For the next few minutes he was busy taking shots of the Mudlark, of the sacks piled on the bed-seats, of Rollo posed at the wheel, Murphy using the boathook, and Carol pretending to brew tea with an empty kettle and stove without Calor gas. Tiring of the newcomer’s performance, Rollo left the wheel and demanded, ‘How the hell did you find us?’


  ‘Simple, laddie,’ beamed the bearded cameraman. ‘Carol spotted your car with a helmeted Robert on guard. Oh, yes, they’re scouring the district for you. Probably have tracker dogs and their handlers beating the rushes. Make a good shot that,’ he hurriedly inserted in parentheses and then continued. ‘We couldn’t come down that private road without being stopped so we drove on to that marina to the south, and I borrowed a rowboat for the price of a few pints, ostensibly to take shots for a nature magazine — and I don’t mean the kind you’re thinking of, chummie.’


  Sam Pettifer leered, but the effect was spoiled by his whiskers, and he shrugged.


  ‘Naturally, I took the oars at first.’


  ‘Like hell naturally,’ Murphy sneered. ‘It’s a wonder you didn’t dislocate something.’


  ‘I did, my temper — when we wasted time reaching open water and saw only a couple of sailing craft. We turned back and just as well, for I’m no damned sailor and the tide was low and there was no point getting out too far to turn round, so you might say we came back on the tide.’


  ‘Did you think to bring a bottle of beer?’ Murphy asked.


  The other grinned at him.


  ‘Now, I knew there was something I’d forgotten, Murphy, besides collecting cash in advance. But then, I don’t know what this is about anyway. I’ve enjoyed a pretty girl’s company, but Carol can be terribly discreet on occasion — like this one, for instance — so you might say, in a sense, I’m all at sea.’ His teeth showed through the beard. ‘I take it we are floating on seawater?’ he added inquiringly.


  ‘Put your tongue over the side,’ Murphy suggested. ‘You’ll soon know.’


  They were gathered in the cabin, Murphy with his back to the sliding door, which was half open, Carol seated, and Rollo leaning against the bulkhead that concealed the small lavatory set amidships.


  Sam Pettifer had just begun mockingly, ‘Ah, a rude Celt — ’ when there was a heavy thump against the bow, the Mudlark rocked sufficiently to cause Rollo to fall over his fiancée and Murphy to slide down the bulk-head door that moved away from him and land on his bottom, and a voice shouted, ‘Anyone at home?’


  Then heavy feet hit the deck overhead.


  ‘Bedad, it’s Drury!’ moaned Murphy. He scrambled to his feet, breathing hard. ‘Now leave this to me. We want a picture of what’s inside one of those sacks. And I intend to get it.’


  It took him a full quarter of an hour to explain what had happened, and how, and why, and when to a trio of policemen who heard him out in a silence that for the most part could have been described as glowering.


  When he had finished Murphy said, ‘So we’ve really done your work for you, Super, wouldn’t you say?’ but his wheedling fell on ears insensitive to blarney.


  ‘No, I damned well wouldn’t,’ growled Drury. ‘You’ve put us to a lot of trouble to find you and prevent your being a nuisance.’


  Superintendent Charcombe brushed his tunic with the fingers of his left hand. He looked almost happy. So did Bill Hazard. Rollo wondered if Drury was putting Murphy through a mental wringer in order to puncture the crime reporter’s cockiness. But he still couldn’t understand the almost masked grins.


  ‘Now that’s a hard thing to say, Super.’


  ‘The truth often is, Murphy.’


  ‘And when we saved these bags from being spirited away by Peel?’


  ‘With an empty fuel tank, Joe?’ Hazard asked blandly. ‘You’re stuck on a bank, anyway.’


  ‘And Peel’s been spirited away himself,’ Drury added.


  ‘You got him in the nick?’


  ‘He’s dead.’


  ‘Glory be!’ Murphy sounded like a stage Irishman about to cross himself, but he stopped short of that and said, ‘So she killed him with that shot.’ His eyes became alive. ‘What a story.’


  ‘He was knocked down and killed by a bus when someone screamed in a chemist’s and he ran out without looking where he was going.’


  ‘And why did someone scream?’


  ‘She saw the blood leaking through his clothes.’


  ‘So this is the end of the road, Super?’ Murphy turned. ‘Will you let Sam here take a photo of the three of you boarding the boat.’ When Drury hesitated he added, ‘We won’t use it till you give Simpson the okay.’


  ‘Is that all you want? You take that and we get rid of you?’


  ‘Well, there is another shot we’d like. After all, you know we came a long way to get it. But again it won’t be used until — ’


  ‘You mean the contents of one of these sacks?’ Drury said, frowning. ‘I’m not sure I should, especially as we’d have to cut a sack because we haven’t a key to the locks.’


  ‘It’s not as if we want to deplete the sacks, Super,’ Murphy wheedled. ‘Besides, a fine picture with you looking into the sack — ’


  ‘No,’ snapped Drury, his mouth twitching.


  Superintendent Charcombe choked and had to use his handkerchief. Bill Hazard also made strange glottal noises, like a man determined to overcome his hiccups.


  ‘All right, a picture with Bill looking in the sack.’


  ‘No,’ snapped Hazard.


  ‘But you can be looking in the sack, Murphy. What about that?’ Drury sounded almost conciliatory.


  Murphy looked from Rollo to Carol and then to a patently puzzled Sam Pettifer. There was something wrong about this, but he couldn’t say what it was and his newspaperman’s instinct was accordingly suspicious and becoming more so with each minute that passed.


  ‘All right, me,’ he said, ‘though Dan Simpson will have me whited out. It’s not Gazette policy to show the staff at work. Hell, we’re not bloody actors!’


  ‘I’m not so sure,’ Drury grunted, and Murphy started to get his hackles up.


  ‘Now what in hell’s that supposed to mean?’


  ‘Oh, cut one of the damned sacks and let’s get this nonsense over, Bill,’ Drury said over his shoulder to Hazard, who produced a knife and attacked one of the sacks.


  It took some hacking and sawing, for the material was stout and tough, but when the sack had a gaping hole under the lock Murphy pushed forward and looked inside. He gasped. A look of anguish spread over his face.


  ‘Bloody newspapers!’ he shouted. His hand dipped inside and drew out several. ‘Not even a copy of the Gazette.’


  There was a click.


  The Irishman turned in fury on the smiling man with the camera and said, ‘If you show that to Dan Simpson, boy, I’ll break your goddamn neck.’


  Carol took the newspapers from the Irishman’s limp hand. She stared at Drury.


  ‘You outsmarted him, Mr Drury,’ she said quietly, a note of growing wonder in her voice. ‘That terribly conceited uncle of mine never had a chance, did he? Not against you.’


  ‘Oh, he had a chance all right, Miss Wilson,’ the Yard superintendent informed her. ‘That murder of Arbuthnot was bold and callous and horribly successful. But he slipped when he became too clever, and that was when he went out for revenge against Vic Clayson. That’s when he started to fumble the ball.’


  ‘Super,’ said Murphy, ‘sorry to be a man with a one-track mind, but how come there’s old newspapers in these sacks. You fixed it?’


  ‘Not directly.’


  ‘You mean indirectly.’


  ‘Not for publication.’


  ‘Of course not. I’ve got a personal narrative, haven’t I?’


  The newspaperman and the detective measured each other with shrewd and knowing glances.


  ‘I got someone else to fix it.’


  ‘Like who?’


  ‘Well, let’s say I shouldn’t be at all surprised if the chief security officer of the National City Bank arranged it.’


  ‘And you put him up to it!’


  ‘I wouldn’t say that, Murphy, and you can’t.’ Drury sounded severe.


  ‘Not yet,’ grinned the Irishman, happy again. ‘Not until Dick Barrett says I can.’


  ‘You know him?’ Drury sounded doubtful.


  ‘Let’s say I looked him up a short while back when I was considering angles to this case. I think the National City Bank won’t prove shy of some useful publicity. After all, they’ll need some fresh angle to cover up the disappearance of a certain bank manager, won’t they? And it would help if I had something else to talk about except these sacks. Something that could be photographed, let’s say.’


  ‘Hell, he’s got something up his sleeve. Tell him to bring it down,’ muttered Bill Hazard.


  Drury nodded. ‘You heard him, Murphy.’


  ‘I heard him,’ said the crime reporter. ‘Pictures would help — with you, of course, Super.’


  ‘I’ll tell you when you show me,’ Drury grunted.


  Murphy hesitated, only to be reminded, ‘You could take all the time in the world thinking it over if you spent the night in a cell.’


  Murphy said no more. He bent down and retrieved from under the table the satchel he had pushed there after sliding down the closing bulkhead door. He opened it, took out two newspaper-wrapped parcels. From one he spilled a glittering collection of jewellery made up of necklaces, brooches and rings, and gold bangles with inset jewels.


  ‘The stuff he didn’t dispose of,’ he said.


  From the second parcel wrapped in newspaper he poured tied bundles of currency, all in ten-pound notes.


  ‘He’d been holding out on his pals, Super.’


  Drury leaned closer.


  That was when Sam Pettifer’s camera clicked again — twice rapidly.


  ‘Lovely, lovely,’ softly exclaimed the bearded freelance.


  It was then Joe Murphy demonstrated his natural ability to cope with awkward situations that made him good at his job. Drury was looking dubious about letting him get away with it, Bill Hazard was about to grab the camera, and Superintendent Charcombe was making ready to finger the Irishman’s collar, as the police slang has it.


  Murphy said, ‘What about one with Superintendent Charcombe? After all, his police boat found us, and I’m handing the stuff over to him — officially.’


  A quick smile replaced the frown on the local superintendent’s face. The fingers that had been about to grasp Murphy retreated to smooth his tunic.


  ‘Well — ’ he said, and somehow managed to get between Drury and the display on the table as Sam Pettifer’s camera clicked again.
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  Julian Boon stroked his long array of girlish locks, opened the front door, and allowed Dr John Cadman to pass him into the night.


  ‘Very decent of you to turn out again, Doctor,’ he said patronizingly. ‘I really appreciate it. Because knowing there’s nothing to fear will let Peggy get some sleep. You know how it is, don’t you?’


  ‘Oh, I know very well,’ the doctor said sardonically. ‘It means the husband can sleep too.’


  ‘Precisely.’


  John Cadman thought the young man’s hide was thicker than its owner would ever know. He was on the point of turning and walking to the front gate, feeling relaxed for the first time, and that mainly because he was grateful for Carol ringing to tell her aunt and uncle that she was on her way home with her fiancé and that everything was all right and there was no need to worry. Fuller explanations would have to keep till she was back.


  He had stepped down on to the path.


  ‘Oh, Doctor, there was something else,’ Julian Boon called to him.


  He turned around. ‘What is it, Mr Boon?’


  ‘You know we were having trouble finding a suitable name for the boy? Well, after picking a couple of names we decided neither would do.’


  That meant, decided John Cadman, the father had changed his mind, if he really had one.


  ‘You’ll find one. All babies collect a name some time.’


  Julian Boon gave another demonstration of the thickness of his skin.


  ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I’m not worried about that, Doctor. But we want something uncommon, you know. You said once your niece was engaged to a man you called Rollo, wasn’t it?’


  ‘She is.’


  ‘What is Rollo short for?’


  ‘Roland.’


  ‘Roland? Oh, yes, I like that. Roland — definitely yes. But why was he ever called Rollo? I mean, it’s not my idea of a sensible nickname.’


  ‘When he went to school he found he preferred it to the only alternative.’


  ‘What was that, Doctor?’


  ‘Butter.’


  Dr John Cadman turned and walked away, leaving the young father with a mystified look on his face. When he let himself into Olive Drive and walked from the gate of No. 27 towards his car he turned to look back. Julian Boon was still working at the problem the doctor had left with him. The light from a street-lamp reached his face and his mouth could be seen moving as he repeated the same word over and over, and Dr Cadman knew it wasn’t Roland.


  He got into his car and took the short cut home down Croft Avenue. It wasn’t until he had turned into the road at the far end that he realized he hadn’t glanced sideways at Holly Lawn. He felt encouraged to start humming. It was a tuneless sound that amazingly gave him a great deal of gratification, not to say pleasure.


  He stopped the drone to address a new thought to himself and the night beyond the windscreen. It had been inspired by what he had left at No. 27 Olive Drive.


  ‘The sooner Rollo marries Carol and gets her pregnant, so they both stop this damned gadding about, the better.’


  Only instead of actually saying the last word in his mind he had substituted ‘butter’.


  When he realized the slip he burst into a peal of laughter, and a man on the pavement leading a dog for its nightly airing turned to look at him resentfully. There was no one about, so the man yelled, ‘Bloody drunk!’


  The happy man of medicine felt inspired to push his head out of the car window and retort, ‘Butter … balls!’


  After which he began humming the same tune again.


  Much louder.


  THE END
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