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  Chapter One


  The young man held the small, pink oblong of paper lightly between his fingers and gazed at it with an expression of dreamy satisfaction. Then, folding it neatly across the
  centre and taking care that the two halves came exactly together, he slipped it into his wallet pocket with the same sure movement which had characterised its removal from the cheque-book.


  He now picked the cheque-book off the desk and examined it intently. Satisfied that he had left no tell-tale mark to indicate that the topmost cheque and counterfoil had been extracted, he
  replaced the book in the drawer from which he had originally taken it. For the first time in five minutes he became aware of breathing again. He pocketed his penknife and then carefully gathered up
  the tiny fragments of debris which alone remained as evidence of what he had done. Kneading them together, he dropped the resulting pellet into an envelope, which he also put in his pocket.


  His glance went quickly over the desk. He saw nothing, however, which could arouse the slightest suspicion and let out a soft sigh. Everything had gone with the precision of Swiss clockwork; so
  it needed to have done, considering the amount of thought and rehearsal which had led up to this moment.


  Now, after weeks of preparation, the first overt act in his plan to grow rich had been accomplished.


  He suddenly heard a movement in the next room and footsteps approaching the small study in which he was standing. Quickly he crossed over to the television set in the corner and was apparently
  busily engaged with a screw-driver when a voice caused him to look up.


  Still at it, Colin?


  Colin Wise smiled ruefully. Ive just about finished, Mr. Goodwin. Im afraid youve had a lot of bother with this set, but I think itll be all right now.
  Ive fitted a new aerial lead plug. He straightened up. Sometimes these sets seem to give nothing but trouble. He might have added, but didnt, that even the most
  reliable sets gave trouble when small faults had been deliberately created in order to ensure the necessity of further visits by the maintenance man. All that was now over, however, and for once
  the set really was in proper working order.


  If it packs up again, you can tell Mr. Gracey, Ill come and throw it right through his window.


  Wise grinned. It wont, Mr. Goodwin, dont worry. Ive seen to that. Itll last till you go away and still be working when you come home in six months
  time.


  Youre staking your reputation high, arent you? Goodwin remarked with the familiar note of irony which Wise always found mildly disconcerting. As far as he could tell
  Goodwin had never begun to suspect the gentle sabotage of his television set and had completely accepted that it was the manufacturers fault. From time to time, however, he was given to
  making remarks in a tone which caused Wise momentarily to wonder who was fooling whom. But he was never seriously concerned.


  Wise looked about the room with a small, wistful smile. I dont mind admitting, Mr. Goodwin, I shall miss coming here when youre away. There was almost a catch in his
  voice. Ive enjoyed my visits and appreciated your showing me all your things. He sighed. One of the good points about this job is going into nice houses and meeting
  interesting people like yourself. In fact, youre the first author Ive ever met.


  Most of them mend their own sets, I expect.


  Wise brushed the flippancy aside. Ive always thought writing must be the nicest thing anyone could wish to do. Id like to write a book myself one day. His expression
  became more melancholy. But I havent had the education.


  Thats no bar these days. If you really want to write nothingll stop you this side of cramp in the hand, but dont imagine its all sunshine and sumptuous living.
  There are a great many easier ways of making money.


  You can say that again, Wise thought as he suppressed a desire to snigger.


  Anyway, Goodwin went on, why am I addressing you like a writers class, Colin? After all, youre an artist yourself. You know the pangs of creation.


  Wise smiled modestly. You are going to come in and see my drawings before you leave, arent you? You said next Friday would suit you. With a new note of urgency he
  went on, I very much want to show you round my small flat and hear how you think Ive done it.


  As Goodwin appeared to hesitate, Wise blurted out, I shall be terribly disappointed if you dont come.


  And more than disappointed too, he might have added. He had managed, however, to look so forlorn that Goodwin now said, Yes, Im sure I shall be able to manage Friday evening.
  Im looking forward to it, too. He tapped his pocket. Anyway, I have a note of it in my diary.


  Wise breathed a silent sigh of relief. His whole careful plan hinged on Goodwin visiting his flat. He must come. He had to come. And Wise was ready to deploy every device of charm and persuasion
  he had in his armoury to make certain that he did come. Moreover, he was fundamentally confident that he would come. He had known that, as his day of departure drew nearer, Goodwin would inevitably
  become more preoccupied with the preparations necessary to a six-month sojourn in Australia; and the irony was, Wise could hardly counsel him to spare his energies or tell him that he wasnt
  going to get even as far as London Airport.


  What about a drink before you go? Goodwin asked, turning back into the larger room.


  Thanks. Wise followed him through the connecting door.


  Vodka and tonic, is it?


  Wise nodded. Ive come to like vodka. It doesnt have such a taste of medicine as gin. He watched Goodwin busy himself at the small mahogany cabinet which had been
  converted into an unobtrusive drink cupboard. Like the study which they had just left, the present room had an air of lived-in comfort. The two heavy wing chairs, the deep sofa, the fitted carpet
  of dull gold, and the four pictures which hung on two of the walls, all testified to the quiet taste of their owner. Wise strolled over and stood in front of one of the pictures.


  You like my Jamini Roy, dont you? Goodwin remarked, handing him his drink. If I come back through India Im going to see if I can pick up another.


  I like it very much, Wise said in a slowly thoughtful tone.


  Shall I tell you why?


  Why?


  It combines earthy sturdiness with just the right amount of artistic imagination. Goodwins eyes glinted with amusement as he spoke.


  Is that it?


  You tell me.


  Wise moved forward a step and examined the picture more closely. I think youre right. I think that may be why I do like it. He turned to Goodwin. But what made you
  say that?


  Goodwin laughed. Simply, because its the reason I find it an appealing picture. I wasnt meaning to insult your artistic judgment. He held up his glass. Cheers,
  Colin.


  Cheers, Mr. Goodwin, and I hope you have a successful trip.


  Thanks.


  Will you do much writing while youre away?


  A few articles perhaps. And I shall try and work out the plot for a new novel which I want to write when I arrive back. I dont actually have much time to write while Im out
  there. Its largely taken up with business. An uncle left me a couple of farms a few years ago, one in New South Wales, one in Queensland. Theyre pretty sizeable by English standards,
  and theres usually quite a lot to attend to even though I do have competent agents on the spot.


  Colin Wise listened in polite interest, taking occasional sips at his drink, and reflecting that Goodwin would have been disagreeably surprised to learn just how much he already knew about those
  Australian farms. His almost weekly visits to tend the permanently ailing T.V. set had enabled him to familiarise himself with the most intimate details of Goodwins affairs. He knew, for
  instance, that the farms had recently been valued at over fifty thousand pounds each. He also knew that Goodwins investments in this country amounted to a further seventy thousand.


  No wonder Goodwin had just now said there were easier ways of making money than by writing. He should know.


  Wise regathered his thoughts as Goodwin went on to give a humorous description of life on an Australian farm and fell to a covert study of his intended victim. He reckoned he was around twice
  his own age, say forty-six. Curiously enough, his age was one of the few personal details Wise had not uncovered, not that it was of any consequence. He was broad-shouldered, had more than the
  beginnings of a tummy, and was fighting a losing battle to retain his hair-line. One detail Wise had not been able to make up his mind about was whether or not his teeth were his own. He would
  doubtless discover that in due course, not that it mattered either.


  Goodwin was an amusing talker, and as Wise listened his attention turned to a study of his own reflection in the full-length mirror which covered the wall opposite the window and which helped to
  light the low-ceilinged room. What he saw was a slim young man of about five feet eight inches, with a close crop of dark hair and a pair of sad eyes set in a sallow face whose skin always looked
  smooth and well shaved. The mouth was firm and, like his other features, fitted his face to make it a deceptively agreeable mask for the coldly determined mind which lay behind.


  Goodwin reached the end of his tale with an anecdote about the odd sexual behaviour of a kangaroo, and Wises expression crinkled to register amusement. He drained his glass.


  I must be going, Mr. Goodwin, or Ill have Mr. Gracey on my tail. He wouldnt approve of my fraternising with the customers.


  Youd better tell him to send me a bill within the next few days or he wont get his money.


  Ill do that. Wise moved across to the door. See you on Friday evening then, Mr. Goodwin. About half-past eight if thats convenient? Youve got my
  address, havent you?


  Yes, and the directions you gave me, Goodwin replied blithely.


  Wise let himself out of the cottage and strode down the short, narrow path to the pea-green van standing in the road outside which bore on its sides the legend: J. GRACEY, Radio and Television
  Specialists and Engineers, 246 Canal Street, Uxbridge, Middlesex.


  As he switched on the ignition, he turned and gave the cottage the sort of appraising look it might have received from a prospective purchaser. He liked itliked it very muchbut
  there was no point in wasting time on daydreams. It was out of the question that he could ever settle there, but it should fetch a nice price, and that was going to be to his benefit if everything
  went as planned.


  With a gesture of impatience at his own thoughts, he thrust the van into gear and surged away from the gate. The clock on Fulmer church said a quarter to one as he drove through the village in
  the direction of the main London-Oxford road. He had no more calls to make until mid-afternoon, and had told Mr. Gracey he expected to be back in the shop soon after midday. Now he couldnt
  make it before one oclock, which meant two oclock, since the shop always closed during that hour. Mr. Gracey would grumble, of course, but he wasnt a bad old stick at heart,
  and for the most part he and Wise conducted a relationship bred of self-interested mutual toleration.


  Half-way down Denham Hill, Wise pulled off the road and unwrapped the fried-egg sandwich which he made for his lunch each day and which was followed always by an apple. His meal finished, he
  pulled a copy of an Ian Fleming paperback from the door pocket and settled himself diagonally across the front of the van to read for half an hour.


  But for once he failed to get caught up by the story, and after starting the same sentence three times and breaking off to stare abstractedly through the windscreen, he put the book down and
  surrendered his mind to its own thoughts. He felt for the cheque and gingerly extracted it from its warm hiding-place. As pink and as fresh as a dogs tongue, he thought, putting it away
  again. Today was Monday. Hed fill in the details when he reached home this evening and post it to the bank so that it would arrive tomorrow morning. He had already drafted a letter addressed
  to Goodwins own bank on Goodwins own writing-paper saying that the cheque drawn in favour of Mr. Peter Fox was in order and could be properly cleared.


  Peter Fox! William Carter! He grinned as he contemplated the bank accounts in these two names which he had been quietly operating over the past six weeks in preparation for present events.


  For a long time he had not seen how he could possibly convert the forged cheque to his own profit without danger of discovery. Then the solution had suddenly come to him. He must open not one
  but two false bank accounts. Hence tomorrow Peter Foxs account at the Shepherds Bush branch of the United Bank would be credited with a cheque for six thousand pounds drawn on
  Geoffrey Goodwins account. Two days later Mr. Fox, a young man who bore no superficial resemblance to Colin Wise, would draw out six thousand pounds in cash, and on that same day Mr. William
  Carter would pay this very considerable sum into his account with the Earls Court branch of the Southern Bank.


  Wise had been gratified by the relative ease with which he had been able to open the false accounts. In each case a couple of forged references and a bit of form filling had been all that was
  required. It had been quite simple to one who was prepared to think out every detail before making a move. But then, if you were proposing to murder someone, nothing could be left to chance, or as
  near nothing as possible.


  In Wises case the commission of the murder was in itself a measure of security, a logical sequence in the concealment of the forgery and, if all went well, the key which would open the
  door to Goodwins entire estate. For in the course of his numerous visits to the cottage he had been through all of Goodwins business papers he could find and made careful notes of
  such items as his lists of investments and the whereabouts of share certificates and title deeds. A trip to Australia might eventually be necessary to shake the ripest fruit off the tree, and he
  rather fancied the idea. Wasnt this the pattern of murder committed by Haigh? Except, of course, that in the end he had paid the price of carelessness. And Wise didnt intend to be
  careless. He remembered reading all about the Haigh case when hed been a small boy at school in Somerset, and he wondered what the villagers of Farthingmoor would think if they knew that the
  Colin Wise who had grown up in their midst was embarking on a life of single-handed crime of prodigious dimensions.


  One family who would not evince surprise, or at least pretend not to do so, would be the Pritchards, he reflected grimly, for Mr. and Mrs. Pritchard (Uncle Tom and Aunt Joyce) had been his
  foster-parents and after seventeen years had had few illusions left. He could picture them at this moment sitting in their barn-like kitchen digging into enormous platefuls of steaming food, each
  far too occupied to talkUncle Tom with his hair mussed up at the back and a livid mark across his forehead where his cap had pressed. Aunt Joyce would be in one of her flowered pinafores,
  her hair parted in the middle and pulled back into a bun, which looked like a pin-cushion, it was stuffed with so much metal. Her jaws would be clicking rhythmically as she tackled her food with
  stolid determination. But most of all he remembered her moustache, its short black hairs emphasising the corners of her disapproving mouth. How, as a small boy, he had been fascinated and repelled
  by that moustache!


  He remembered as if it were yesterday the first time he had looked up from his own plate one supper-time and asked, Why do I call you Uncle Tom and Aunt Joyce and not Mummy and
  Daddy? It had seemed a perfectly sensible question at the time.


  Because were not your real father and mother, Aunt Joyce had replied, the corners of her mouth turning abruptly down farther.


  Where are my real father and mother?


  I dont know.


  But they must be somewhere?


  Get on with your food, Colin, and dont ask so many questions.


  Do you know where they are, Uncle Tom?


  Do as Aunt Joyce says and get on with your food.


  A few days later The lady, as he always thought of her, called at the farm. It was only later that he learnt she came from the County Council Childrens Department. He had,
  however, viewed her with scorn ever since she had come round a corner of a building and let out a small shriek on finding him wringing the neck of a hen. When she had remonstrated with him he had
  described to her with unconscious relish how he set about killing rabbits. He couldnt understand what all her fuss was about. She doubtless ate chicken and rabbit and must know that someone
  had to kill the creatures. What was wrong with his acting as executioner, particularly as the rle aroused no emotions in him?


  As she was about to leave on this particular occasion she said to him, You like being with Uncle Tom and Aunt Joyce, dont you? He had made no reply, and she had continued,
  Your real mother and father went away, thats why Uncle Tom and Aunt Joyce look after you.


  Where did they go?


  I cant tell you, dear. Im afraid they just went away and left you when you were a tiny baby.


  It was only years later that he learnt that no one could tell him who his father was, since not even his mother had known. And she had disappeared within a few weeks of his birth and not since
  been heard of. It was at the same time as he became aware that the Pritchards were paid to bring him up.


  Looking back now, he didnt pretend that his upbringing was responsible for turning him into a criminal. It was, he reckoned, largely a matter of temperament, and that was something with
  which you were endowed at birth. So, more likely than not hed have turned to crime, anyway. Self-pity, the common motive force with most criminals, never occurred to him. At school he had
  been a self-contained boy who had despised the soft centres and crumbly corners of the other children long before hed become properly aware of his own antecedents. All that he did admit to
  himself was that his background had conveniently divested him of any obligation toward society. His creed was every man for himself and survival of the fittest. He didnt even pretend that
  Aunt Joyces lack of maternal warmth or the occasional beatings administered by Uncle Tom had warped him. And proof of this, and that he didnt consider he had been ill-treated by his
  foster-parents, lay in the fact that he remained in their home as a lodger after he had left school and while he was learning a trade. It hadnt been until he was ready to leave that
  he had made his departure, and then he had done so finally, completely and without prior notice. That had been six years ago, and during that time he had not sent them so much as a Christmas
  card.


  He liked to regard these last six years as a period of patient preparation for the moment of fulfilment which was now at hand. He didnt regret the time he had spent looking around to
  decide how he could most easily achieve his lifes aim which, quite simply, was MONEY. Money with which to indulge his expensive and curiously fastidious tastes. Grandiose schemes required
  careful planningthe more so when they represented a one-man enterprise. It gave him a sense of glowing satisfaction as he now sat in the van beside the busy main road to reflect that there
  was not one single person in the whole wide world who had an inkling of what lay darkly in his mind.


  He released the handbrake and steered the van back on to the road, allowing it to free-wheel to the bottom of the hill before starting the engine. A quarter of an hour later he pulled into the
  yard behind Mr. Graceys shop and got out. He entered by the back door which led direct into the small office behind the shop.


  Mrs. Gracey, a fading blonde of around forty, was bent over a catalogue. A cigarette jutted from the corner of her mouth, and her shoulders were hunched beneath one of the thick home-knitted
  cardigans she invariably wore regardless of temperature. This one was apricot yellow and utterly unbecoming. Colin Wise had never known a woman who so persistently wore the wrong colours.


  He poked his head through the curtained doorway which led into the shop and saw that it was empty. It sometimes happened that customers would cough and scrape their feet until their throats were
  sore and their shoes worn through without Mrs. Gracey hearing them. She wasnt deaf, just endlessly preoccupied.


  Mr. Gracey in the workshop? he asked.


  He was expecting you back before now, she replied, without looking up from her catalogue.


  The job at Mr. Goodwins took longer than Id expected.


  Then we must charge him a bit more, she said in a satisfied tone.


  Incidentally, hes going away at the end of this week and asked me to say that if you wanted to be paid before he left youd better send in the account immediately. He
  pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket. Heres a note of the work I did today.


  She peered at it through eyes half closed against the smoke from her cigarette. Ill put his account in the post tonight, she said, sticking the piece of paper beneath one of
  several used cups in her vicinity. Where are you calling this afternoon?


  Miss Combers.


  She turned her attention to the well-thumbed desk diary. The picture jiggles about and people become strange shapes, she read out.


  Wise grimaced. Poor (cloying) Miss Comber, she did seem unduly accident prone in regard to television sets. One had actually gone in for spontaneous combustion. But she was a soft-hearted old
  girl who had taken a considerable fancy to him.


  Leaving Mrs. Gracey lighting a fresh cigarette from the butt of the other, he made his way across the yard to the workshop.


  Oh, youre back at last! Mr. Gracey greeted him before he had time to close the door.


  The job at Mr. Goodwins took longer than Id expected, he repeated mildly.


  Ive noticed the jobs at the posh houses always do take you longer. Wise assumed an expression of untroubled innocence, and Mr. Gracey went on, You rather fancy
  yourself in those places, dont you?


  Wise gave a slight shrug. I dont know about fancying myself. Its interesting to see how the other half of the world lives.


  Mr. Gracey snorted. Doesnt do any good getting ideas above your station. Youll never belong with them.


  Thats just where youre so wrong, my friend, Wise thought grimly. Aloud he said, Im not getting ideas above my station, but this jobd be flaming
  dreary if one went only to houses like Miss Combers.


  Whats wrong with it? Shes rich, that old girl.


  I know she is, but that doesnt prevent her house being as inviting as a railway waiting-room.


  Mr. Gracey gave another snort. For one who couldnt tell beef from mutton, and furthermore didnt care, he could hardly be expected to be sympathetic towards his employees
  interest in other peoples homes.


  Well, now that you are back you can come and give me a hand over here.


  The bench at which they worked was littered with pieces of dismantled sets, whose owners would surely have been filled with doubt and dismay had they been able to see what went on.


  Mr. Gracey, who was short and fat and chronically short of breath, became redder and redder in the face as he bent to their task. Occasionally a particular piece of exertion brought forth a
  muttered oath, for he had no special aptitude for his trade, and Wise often wondered why he hadnt chosen to do something in which fingers played a less important part. Mr. Graceys
  were like sausagesnot chippolatas eitherand he was forever scattering small parts about him or groping fiercely for an invisible screw. Wise, who had been in his employ for nearly
  twelve months, had no illusions about his value to the business. Mr. Gracey would be lost without a capable assistant and, recognising this fact, paid accordingly. Well, the time was not far off
  when he would have to be searching for a fresh assistant, and Colin Wise didnt care whether he found one or not. He had no intention of calling on Mr. Graceys service when his
  own set broke down.


  Id better be getting along to Miss Combers, he said, as Mr. Gracey retrieved a final screw from the floor. At the door he paused. Would it be all right for me
  to borrow the van on Friday evening? I have to go and fetch a chair Ive bought in a sale. Ill pay, of course, for the petrol I use.


  I dont know why you dont buy a car of your own. I pay you enough, Mr. Gracey observed sourly.


  Itll be all right, then?


  Suppose so. Mind you have it back here first thing on Saturday morning, though.


  I will. Thanks, Mr. Gracey.


  He walked over to the van and was about to get in when he stopped. What are you doing here, Lesley?


  Lesley Gracey, sixteen and not unattractive, was sitting in the passenger seat. Her awareness of her appeal to the opposite sex made it doubly frustrating that the one man whom she wished to
  impress appeared impervious to her charms. But the fact was that Colin Wise eschewed emotional entanglements: they had no part in his plan, and he had no wish to become the focal point of
  anyones affection.


  If Lesley Gracey had happened to drift his way as a casual pick-up, hed have been ready to have passed a few lustful hours in her company; but since it hadnt worked like this, no
  other relationship was possible so far as he was concerned. The semi-regular demands of his sexual appetite were met by a visit to the West End. The bodys needs were catered for, the heart
  was never involved.


  I thought Id come in the van with you to Miss Combers, she said, her eyes roaming hopefully over his face.


  You know your father doesnt like your coming out in the van.


  But you dont mind, do you?


  That has nothing to do with it. I just dont want to get the sack, and I might do if he sees you. Hed blame me.


  Id tell him it was my idea.


  Wise sighed. Her attentions were becoming a nuisance. She was constantly waylaying him and trying to excite his interest.


  Out, Lesley, theres a good girl.


  While she appeared to be deliberating the situation, he leant across her to open the door. As he did so, she seized his hand and rubbed it against her cheek. You havent yet invited
  me to your flat and you promised you would.


  I will.


  When? Why not this week?


  No, not this week.


  Next week then.


  Perhaps if you do as I ask now.


  But she showed no signs of moving. Have you had many girls up there?


  No.


  Im glad. Shall I be the first?


  I cant remember.


  What day next week?


  I havent definitely promised that it will be next week. It depends.


  Youre always finding excuses to put me off, she said, pouting her lower lip. Her expression brightened. I might just drop in to see you.


  You mustnt, he said in a shocked voice.


  Why not? Have you something to hide? I believe you haveyoure blushing.


  Im not and I havent. He gave her a shy smile and his tone became cajoling. Its just that when you do come I want to have everything nicely prepared for
  your visit.


  All right, she said, apparently mollified and making a move towards getting out of the van. What time will you be back?


  In about an hour, I expect.


  I shant be here then. I have to go and do my homework. Shall I see you tomorrow?


  Ill be in and out. He started up the engine and slipped into gear.


  Bye, Colin, she called out eagerly, as he made a sweeping circle to drive out of the yard. She gave him a wave, which he returned.


  A minute later he had forgotten her; nor was he thinking about Miss Comber and her jiggling picture. His mind dwelt entirely on the sequence of events he had set in train and now not far off
  their climax.


  His hand, like a homing pigeon, moved to his wallet pocket. The cheque was still snugly there.
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