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PART ONE


Innocent Enjoyment


‘When a felon’s not engaged in his employment
Or maturing his felonious little plans,
His capacity for innocent enjoyment,
Is just as great as any honest man’s!’


W. S. Gilbert, Pirates of Penzance
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Henry Farr did not, precisely, decide to murder his wife. It was simply that he could think of no other way of prolonging her absence from him indefinitely.


He had quite often, in the past, when she was being more than usually irritating, had fantasies about her death. She hurtled over cliffs in flaming cars or was brutally murdered on her way to the dry cleaners. But Henry was never actually responsible for the event. He was at the graveside looking mournful and interesting. Or he was coping with his daughter as she roamed the now deserted house, trying not to look as if he was glad to have the extra space. But he was never actually the instigator.


Once he had got the idea of killing her (and at first this fantasy did not seem very different from the reveries in which he wept by her open grave, comforted by young, fashionably dressed women) it took some time to appreciate that this scenario was of quite a different type from the others. It was a dream that could, if he so wished, become reality.


One Friday afternoon in September, he thought about strangling her. The Wimbledon Strangler. He liked that idea. He could see Edgar Lustgarten narrowing his eyes threateningly at the camera, as he paced out the length of Maple Drive. ‘But Henry Farr,’ Lustgarten was saying, ‘with the folly of the criminal, the supreme arrogance of the murderer, had forgotten one vital thing. The shred of fibre that was to send Henry Farr to the gallows was—’


What was he thinking of? They didn’t hang people any more. They wrote long, bestselling paperback books about them. Convicted murderers, especially brutal and disgusting ones, were followed around by as many paparazzi as the royal family. Their thoughts on life and love and literature were published in Sunday newspapers. Television documentary-makers asked them, respectfully, about exactly how they felt when they hacked their aged mothers to death or disembowelled a neighbour’s child. This was the age of the murderer. And wasn’t Edgar Lustgarten dead?


He wouldn’t, anyway, be known as the Wimbledon Strangler, but as Henry Farr, cold-blooded psychopath. Or, better still, just Farr, cold-blooded psychopath. Henry liked the idea of being a cold-blooded psychopath. He pictured himself in a cell, as the television cameras rolled. He wouldn’t moan and stutter and twitch the way most of these murderers did. He would give a clear, coherent account of how and why he had stabbed, shot, strangled, gassed or electrocuted her. ‘Basically,’ he would say to the camera, his gestures as urgent and incisive as those of any other citizen laying down the law on television, ‘basically I’m a very passionate man. I love and I hate. And when love turns to hate, for me, you know, that’s it. I simply had no wish for her to live. I stand by that decision.’ Here he would suddenly stare straight into the camera lens in the way he had seen so many politicians do, and say, ‘I challenge any red-blooded Englishman who really feels. Who has passion. Not to do the same. When love dies, it dies.’


Hang on. Was he a red-blooded Englishman or a cold-blooded psychopath? Or was he a bit of both? Was it possible to combine the two roles?


Either way, however he did it (and he was becoming increasingly sure that it was a good idea), his life was going to be a lot more fun. Being a convicted murderer had the edge on being a solicitor for Harris, Harris and Overdene of Blackfriars, London. Even Wormwood Scrubs must have more to offer, thought Henry as he rattled the coffee machine on the third floor, than Harris, Harris and Overdene. It wouldn’t be so bad, somehow, if he was any good at being a solicitor. But, as Elinor was always telling him, Henry did not inspire confidence as a representative of the legal profession. He had, she maintained, a shifty look about him. ‘How could you expect anyone to trust you with their conveyancing?’ she had said to him, only last week. ‘You look as if you’ve only just been let out on parole!’


Glumly, Henry carried his coffee along the dark corridor towards the stairs that led to his office. ‘Office’ was a grandiose term for it really. ‘Cupboard’ would have been a better description. It was a room about eight to ten feet square, offering, as an estate agent with whom Henry was dealing had put it, ‘a superb prospect of a ventilator shaft’. It was, like so many other things in Henry’s life, more like a carefully calculated insult from the Almighty than anything else.


He would give himself a treat today. He would go up in the lift. He stabbed angrily at the button. Mr Dent from the third floor, who was waiting by the lift doors, looked at him narrowly. ‘Can’t you tell –’ his eyes seemed to say, ‘that I have already pressed it? Surely you realize that when the button is illuminated someone has pressed it?’ Henry, before Dent was able to start talking to him about lifts, weather, the Law Society or any of the other things that Dent usually talked about, headed for the stairs. He pushed open the door and, as he put his foot on the first step, experienced a revelation comparable to that undergone by Newton in the orchard or Archimedes in his bath.


He could kill Elinor, very easily and no one need know. The implications of this were absolutely breathtaking. No one need know. He said it aloud to himself as he trudged up the stairs. No one need know. Of course. No one need know. Every minute of every day people were being murdered. Hundreds of people disappeared without trace every year. No one ever found them. The police were all, as far as Henry could see, totally incompetent. They spent their time hiding behind low stone walls and leaping out at motorists travelling in bus lanes. They liked people like Henry. People like Henry, white middle-aged men who lived in Wimbledon and had one daughter, were their idea of what British citizens should be. One young constable had come to the house last year when they had been burgled and, very laboriously, had written the details of the crime into a book. He had looked, Henry thought, like a gigantic blue infant, a curious cross between cunning and naïveté, a representative of an England that was as dead as the gold standard. Henry had tried to tempt him into making a racist statement by announcing that he had seen a black person outside the window two weeks ago, but all the constable had said was ‘You don’t see many coloureds in this part of Wimbledon.’ He said this almost with regret, in the tones of a disappointed birdwatcher searching for the great crested grebe.


Nobody would ever suspect Henry. He was well aware most people thought he was something called a Nice Bloke. Henry was never quite sure what being a nice bloke entailed – it certainly wasn’t much to do with behaving scrupulously well towards one’s fellow man. If it meant anything at all it probably meant other people thought you were a bit like them. To most of those who knew him Henry was just eccentric enough to be terrifyingly normal, and even his carefully calculated bitterness, the quality of which, on the whole, he was most proud, had become, in early middle age, a Nice Dry Sense of Humour.


I’ll give them nice dry sense of humour, he thought savagely as he came out on to his floor and lumbered towards room 4038, I’ll give them nice dry sense of humour and then some. I’ll give them the real Henry Farr, and he won’t just be making witty little remarks about the London orbital motorway either.


Of all Elinor’s friends he was the least likely to be suspected of her murder. She had, even at their wedding, surrounded herself with people, nearly all of whom were interesting enough to warrant the close scrutiny of the police. Many of them, to Henry’s horror, openly smoked drugs. One of them wore a kaftan. Two wore sandals. And they still trooped in and out of his house occasionally, looking at him pityingly, as they talked of foreign films, the latest play at the Royal Court and the need for the immediate withdrawal of armed forces from Nicaragua. Sometimes they sat in the front room reading aloud from the work of a man called Ian McEwan, an author who, according to Elinor, had ‘a great deal to say’ to Henry Farr.


Oh yeah, thought Henry grimly as he passed 4021a, his coffee threshing around dangerously in its plastic beaker, and Henry Farr had a great deal to say to Ian McEwan as well.


The trouble was, of course, that among Henry’s sort of person, a rugby-playing surveyor, for example, or the kind of dentist like David Sprott who wasn’t afraid to get up on his hind legs at a social gathering and talk, seriously and at length, about teeth, he was considered something of a subversive. At their wedding, all those years ago, his friends, all of them even then in suits and ties, had nudged each other when he rose to answer his best man. ‘Go on then,’ he could see them thinking, ‘be a devil!’ But as his eyes travelled across to Elinor’s crowd, with their frizzy haloes of hair, their flowered dresses and carefully arranged profiles, he realized that there was nothing he could think of to say that would persuade them he was anything other than a boring little man.


But there were certain advantages in being considered boring. And if they wanted him to be boring then that would be the performance that he would offer. He would be so stunningly boring that even the bankers, account executives, product managers and stockbrokers he counted as his friends would start to back away from him. He would play up to Elinor’s friends’ idea of what he was. He would play the part of the upright citizen, the dull wounded little man whose horizons were bounded by the daily journey to the office, the suburban garden and the suburban sky, set around with suburban roofs and neat suburban trees. He cut a little caper as he walked along the corridor that led to his office, recovering a quality that had suddenly become important to him – his drabness. He would be drab. Drab drab drab drab. He would be as drab as Crewe railway station. As drab as a not very important mayor. He would blend into Wimbledon until he was indistinguishable from the trees, the homing children, the lollipop ladies, or the gables on the red brick houses.


And they would never, never find out that he had done it.


When he came into the office, past Selinda his secretary, an elderly woman who was constantly asking him to give her ‘something interesting to do’ (How could he? Henry himself never had anything interesting to do), he squeezed close to the wall and coughed to himself in an extra drab way. He left his office door open and, for the next hour, treated her to a stunningly drab conversation about the searches on a leasehold flat in Esher. When she put her head round the door and asked in her usual, conspiratorial manner if he wanted tea, Henry said, ‘Tea would be a delight, my dear!’ He said this in a high-pitched monotone that was intended to convey boringness; he was, however, he could tell from Selinda’s expression, trying a little too hard.


He pulled out a correspondence file between a landlord and tenant in Ruislip – nearly eighty pages devoted to conflict over responsibility for a dustbin area – and tried to concentrate. How was he going to do it?


Murder should not, he felt, be unnecessarily complicated. It should have a clean, aesthetic line to it. It should involve as few people as possible. Oneself and the victim. If it was like anything, thought Henry, it was probably like the art of eating out.


His first thought was to do something to the Volkswagen Passat. That would have the advantage of getting rid of both car and wife at the same time. If there was anything that Henry hated as much as his wife, it was the car they had chosen and purchased together. He had hated the little brochure that described it – the pathetic attempt to make it look glamorous, the photographs of it, posed, doors open, doors shut, desperately trying not to look like what it was – a square box with hideous speckled seats. The Volkswagen Passat was about as glamorous as a visit to the supermarket, which was what it was principally used for. The people in the photographs in the brochure – a man, his wife, his two children and his stupid, stupid luggage, his folding chairs, his folding table, his hamper, his sensible suitcase packed for his sensible holiday – were exactly how Henry imagined the advertisers thought of him. A man called Frobisher-Zigtermans – a person who insisted on not remaining anonymous during the transaction – had described it as ‘all car’. ‘It’s all car!’ he had said. ‘I’ll say that for it!’ And, as Henry smiled and nodded damply, he thought to himself, Is that all you can find to say about it? ‘It’s all car.’ Can’t you talk about its roadholding? Its incredible power over women? You can’t, can you? Because you think I wouldn’t respond. Because you think I’m as boring as this car. Which is why I’m buying it.


Just thinking about his car made Henry want to hire an electric hammer and run with all convenient speed to Wimbledon, to fall upon its bodywork with screams of rage.


He would saw through the brake cable. Not right through. Almost through. He would do it tonight, Friday, just in time for the weekly trip to the supermarket. Elinor would turn left up Maple Drive, left again into Belvedere Road, left again on to the hill . . . and then . . . oh then . . .


Except she didn’t go to the supermarket, did she? He did. Which was one of the many reasons, now he thought about it, why he was planning to kill her. How did one saw through a brake cable anyway? It was no good chopping the thing in half, was it? Your victim would catch on before accelerating to a speed likely to be fatal. You had to saw it halfway through, didn’t you? Henry wondered where the brake cable was, what it looked like, whether it was the kind of thing to which you could take a saw. The trouble with this sawing-halfway-through lark was that you had no control over where and when the thing was likely to break. Christ, it might even be when he was driving! Even if she was sitting next to him, complaining about his driving, her own imminent decease would not compensate for the depression generated by his own. Ideally, of course, Elinor would be driving her mother somewhere. Somewhere a little more interesting than Wimbledon Hill. Somewhere, well, steeper . . .


Henry sat for quite a long time thinking about the conversation between Elinor and her mother as they hurtled down the Paso della Lagastrella, brakeless. ‘Darling, do something!’ ‘I’m doing something, darling!’ ‘Oh darling, we’re going to die, oh my God!’ ‘I know we’re going to die, it’s not my fault, oh my God!’ He thought about the soaring, almost optimistic leap the Volkswagen would make as it cleared the edge of the cliff (from Henry’s memory of it there was no safety barrier on that particular stretch of the Apennines). He thought about the long, long fall and then the flames, way below. About the immense difficulty that would undoubtedly be experienced by rescue teams.


It was five twenty-nine and fifteen seconds. In just forty-five seconds he would get up from his desk, take his coat and walk past his secretary. He would say ‘Goodnight all’ (although she would be the only other person in the room), and then he would take the lift down to the chilly autumn street and Blackfriars station, all soot and sickly neon. And from there he would rattle back to Wimbledon and his wife of twenty years.


Henry sat in his chair as the seconds ticked away. But when the large hand of his watch passed the twelve, he did not move. He sat and stared at the desk in front of him, the creamy whorls in the wood, the tanned grain. And he thought about the endless mystery of objects.
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It was dark by the time Henry reached home. The lights were on in all the houses up Maple Drive. At number 23 the Indian was seated, motionless, in his bay window. On the top floor of 32, Mrs Mackintosh stared nervously out at the dark street. Mrs Mackintosh had Alzheimer’s disease. ‘Has my husband gone out now?’ the expression on her face seemed to say. ‘Or is he due back at any moment? Or perhaps he’s here somewhere in the house, lurking behind a chest of drawers, waiting to spring out at me.’ Only last week she had told Henry (who had lived in Maple Drive for twelve years) that she wished to welcome him to the neighbourhood. On Wednesdays she was driven by her sister to something called the Memory Clinic, where Henry imagined some ghastly psychiatric version of Kim’s Game being played. Not that Henry’s memory was getting any better. Only the other day . . . Only the other day what? . . .


At 49 all the curtains were drawn and at 51 Mrs Archer had left the front door open, perhaps in the hope that Mr Archer would return. Mr Archer had left her four years ago for a married man with a beard who lived, people said, in Shepherds Bush.


In his own house the curtains were open, the light was on and he could see a young girl with a pigtail, seated at the piano. She was playing ‘Für Elise’, very, very slowly and cautiously. Next to her was a woman with long black hair, a stubby nose and the kind of jaw found on actors playing responsible sheriffs in cowboy films. As the girl played the woman dilated her nostrils and rose slightly off the piano stool, as if someone was drawing her up by an invisible wire attached to the crown of her head. When the child reached the bottom of the first page the woman darted forward, black hair swinging across her face, for the kind of effortful page turn that would have upstaged Paderewski himself. ‘Behold!’ the gesture seemed to say. ‘I turn the page!’ The child struggled gamely on to page two but seemed to suspect that, after a page turn of this quality, anything else was liable to be an anti-climax.


Henry watched the woman for some time. Her broad shoulders. The determined set of her upper torso. Her grim concentration on her child’s performance. Mrs Elinor Farr. The mother of his child.


Should he, perhaps, push her off a cliff? They could go down to Beachy Head. Wander along the edge of the cliff. Some remark, along the lines of ‘Oooh look! Over there, dear!’ And then a smart shove in the small of the back.


But how to persuade her to go to Beachy Head? Let alone to stand near the edge of a cliff. And suppose, as she fell, she clutched on to him? Or, suspecting what was up, dodged smartly to one side when Henry made his move? Henry saw himself in the air, high above the sea and the shingle, spread out like a starfish, Elinor above him, cackling wildly.


She was going to be difficult to kill, no question about it, thought Henry. She had that dogged look about her. Sighing, he let his key into the lock. His daughter was see-sawing, inelegantly, between E natural and D sharp. Maisie had managed, somehow, to make Beethoven’s tune sound like a tired police siren; when it dropped a fourth to B natural she paused, fractionally, before playing the note; it sounded, as a result, like a burp or a fart. At the cadenza, she stumbled down the keyboard with something that had elements of a flourish but ended up sounding more like a digital coronary, an awful, shaming collapse of the fingers that, at the last minute, recovered itself and looked as if it might turn into something like the chord of A minor. Such was not its destiny. As Henry removed his coat and set his briefcase down, Maisie’s fingers, like demented spiders in a bath, ran this way and that, in any direction, it seemed, that might lead them away from the wistful logic of the melody. All Mrs Craxton’s pencilled annotations on the manuscript (Sudden drop!! Fingering here, Maisie!!!), all of O. Thurmer’s revisions, phrases and fingering, all four hundred and sixteen poundsworth of tutorials suddenly slipped away and Maisie Farr hammered the keys of the piano like a gorilla on amphetamines.


Henry paused on his way upstairs. He loved music. Why was Elinor in charge of Maisie’s piano lessons?


He had never really been allowed near his daughter. She had been presented to him, rather in the way she had been presented to her mother, ten years ago, by a Jamaican midwife, in Queen Mary’s Hospital, Roehampton. Served up, thought Henry, and not always graciously. Sometimes she was served up garnished with prizes, a certificate of excellence in swimming or a merit card from a teacher, but more often than not she was slapped down in front of him like a British Rail sandwich, garnished with a series of medical complaints. ‘She needs grommets!’ Elinor would squawk, pointing at her daughter in the gloom of the kitchen. Or else, ‘Her chest! Listen to her chest, Henry! It’s awful! Listen to it!’ And Maisie would stand like some artist’s model, exhibiting her diseases as if they were her only claim on him.


Perhaps a few blows to the side of the head with an axe? Or an electric fire tipped into the bath one afternoon? Henry liked the idea of his wife dying in bath gear. The thought of her twitching her last in a plastic hat, face covered with green mud, carried him through to their bedroom (a room Elinor had taken to calling ‘my’ bedroom) and shored him up against Maisie’s rendition of the second subject in ‘Für Elise’. F major did not help her any, he reflected, as he struggled out of his ridiculous businessman’s shoes.


The trouble was, all these methods were now the staple diet of Radio 4 plays. Just as cliché haunted Henry’s daily journey to the train, his socks from Marks and Spencer, his regular nightly bedtime, his fondness for a cup of tea at ten thirty in the evening, just as he seemed to be destined to be as remorselessly English as the plane trees in the street outside or the homecoming commuters clacking through the twilight towards the village, so his one existential act (hadn’t someone called it that?) seemed destined for suburban predictability. Why couldn’t he roast her in oil? Hurl her into a pit of snakes? Inject her with a rare South American pois—


The word ‘poison’ had scarcely formed itself in his mind before Henry knew, with the sweet certainty that accompanies most forms of conquest, that he had found his métier. He wasn’t, clearly, the Mad Axeman of SW23. He was not, could not be the Southfields Strangler or the Rapist of Raynes Park. But the Wimbledon Poisoner! He stood up, walked across to the mirror and there studied his reflection. Then he said, aloud – ‘The Wimbledon Poisoner’. First ideas were always the best. He removed his jacket, trousers, shirt, tie and underclothes and studied himself in the mirror. A fat man of forty with an improbably long penis and a dense mass of wiry pubic hair. A face, as Elinor was often telling him, like a deviant grocer’s. A few thin strands of black to grey hair and a nose that looked like badly applied putty. An out-of-date Englishman.


At the thought of the word ‘Englishman’ Henry stiffened to attention. He straightened his shoulders (straightened one of them anyway. It seemed to be impossible to straighten both at the same time) and thrust out his chest. Don’t be down! There was some go in him yet! By stealth and devotion to his craft he might yet give something back to the class and the country that produced Crippen. What did England produce now, by way of criminals? Louts who could go no further than ill-thought-out violence on street corners. Where were the classic murders that had once held the attention of the world? The patient, domestic acts performed in this country of fogs and mists that had made English murderers the doyens of the civilized globe. These days, the average Brit’s idea of a crime was a drunken assault on a Pakistani grocer. He would do it, and he would do it slowly, exquisitely. He grasped his penis firmly in his right hand and agitated it. It stiffened with blood and, like a dog sighting its lead, throbbed with anticipation. Henry removed his hand and wagged his index finger at his member.


‘Not yet!’ he said. ‘We need all our energies for the task ahead!’


He had remembered (how could he have forgotten?) that the suburb had once boasted a poisoner almost as celebrated as Henry intended to be. A really first-grade monster. A beast. A ravening wolf in sheep’s clothing. Everett Maltby. Chapter 24 (Appendix), Volume 8 of this book.


Where was the section on Everett Maltby? It was always going missing. Sometimes you would find it wedged next to ‘Witchcraft in Stuart Wimbledon’ and, later, it would appear in the middle of ‘The Impact of the Black Death on South West London’. He padded through to the room that Elinor described as his ‘study’. Henry thought of it more as a shrine. It was here that he completed income tax forms, read carefully through the property pages of most of the local newspapers and, most sacred of all, worked on his Complete History of Wimbledon. The title alone had cost him two weeks’ work. It couldn’t be simply The History of Wimbledon (there was a book with that title – it didn’t matter that it had been published nearly two hundred years ago). It had to be something that would give the prospective punter some idea of the staggering depth and scope and thoroughness of Henry’s work. Suggest to them the fact that when they had finished this one they would know absolutely bloody everything that could be possibly known, now and for always, about Wimbledon. That there would be no escape from the great wall of knowledge Henry was propelling in their direction.


He opened the desk drawer and took out a page at random. It was from a rather combative chapter somewhere around the middle of ‘Wimbledon in the Ninth Century after Christ’. ‘We read’, he read, ‘in Jasper McCrum’s unreliable, tendentious and often plainly wrong book The Early and Mediaeval Wimbledon that “in 878 a Danish army took up winter quarters just across the river at Fulham. Nothing is known of its activities, but Vikings normally maintained themselves by raiding the country within a wide range of their base. So Wimbledon would have been very fortunate to have escaped without some damage.” (My italics.)’


He had hit McCrum pretty hard, thought Henry, but he had been right to do so. Standards were standards. The thought of McCrum cheered him up, and he got up and went over to the bookcase where the offending pamphlet was stored. He opened it and chose a sentence at random. He was not disappointed. ‘During the Bronze Age – 2,500 to 750 bc – the first metal objects appeared in Wimbledon.’ What did the man think he was doing? Had he no notion at all of historical method? The sentence conjured up, for Henry, bizarre images, ancient and modern. He seemed to see men in winged helmets lounging around Frost’s, the late-night delicatessen, or peering oafishly into the windows of Sturgis, the estate agent. From there, he allowed the Vikings more licence. They swarmed up Parkside and boarded buses bound for Putney, shouting unpleasant things at the driver-conductor. And then they surrounded McCrum’s house and pillaged and put to the sword McCrum and other members of the Wimbledon Society who simply did not understand that—


‘You look as if you’re going to have a thrombie!’ said a voice behind him.


Henry wheeled round, the pamphlet in his hand.


‘You’re naked!’ she said accusingly.


Henry lowered the pamphlet and stood in what he hoped was a coquettish manner. She looked at him stonily. He gave her his best smile, a greeting he normally reserved for waiters. It was going to be important not to arouse her suspicions during the planning stages.


‘I’m sorry!’ he said, adding in a tone that was intended to be gentle, but came out wheedling, ‘Do you find me repulsive?’


Elinor’s answer to this was to slam the study door. Henry scratched his crotch reflectively and stared down at his History of Wimbledon. Down below the piano started up again. She was playing slightly better this time, but the effect was still markedly sinister. She sounded just perfect for the Wimbledon Poisoner’s Daughter.
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The next morning was Saturday.


Once, a long time ago, Henry could recall being alarmed at the emptiness, the ease, the sheer possibility offered by Saturday. This was no longer the case. On Saturdays Maisie now followed a routine as carefully planned as a day in the life of a nun in a particularly strict order. She went to piano. She went to ballet. She went to drama classes. She went to lessons in drawing, ice-skating, junior aerobics and many other skills which she had absolutely no hope of acquiring. She did not, thought Henry bitterly, as he dragged himself out of bed and weaved his way to the bathroom over Elinor’s discarded knickers, go to classes in being thin, or classes designed to allow the participants to hold one idea in their heads for more than five minutes.


My daughter, he told himself as he brushed his teeth and stared down at number 47’s red Mitsubishi, is like me, fat and untalented. Opposite him, the net curtains of number 47 parted and number 47 peered out. Henry did not have to see his thin anxious face, his nervous nibble at his lower lip or the furtive glance to left and right to know that number 47 was performing the ritual known as Is the Mitsubishi Scratched Yet? Ever since the pharmaceutical company for which he worked had given him the vehicle (given, thought Henry grimly) number 47 had been watching over it in a manner that suggested an emotion deeper than motherhood, more desperate than romantic love. It was as if he feared the car would suffer from some mechanical equivalent of cot death, would suddenly buckle and blister and bend, hideously out of shape, there before his eyes, at berth, peacefully parked at its usual angle. Sometimes, Henry thought, it would be kindness itself to rise one night between three and four when the suburb slept and drag a sharp stone across the Mitsubishi’s flanks. At least it would end the awful suspense. At least number 47 would know, instead of suspecting, that even expensive objects get old and dirty and die.


Die.


Elinor, now asleep in the bedroom, her square jaw up like a tombstone, her mouth as wide as a new grave, her light snore ticking fitfully, like some tired machine. Elinor was going to die. Henry brushed and spat into the basin, noticing the blood darken the snow-white saliva.


He would get the poison today.


Humming to himself, he went back into the bedroom and put on a pair of grey corduroy trousers, a red shirt and a bright turquoise jumper, stained with food. He looked, he thought as he examined himself in the mirror, more than usually hideous. He rather hoped his wife would wake and catch him like this, unshaven, hair greasy and uncombed, and as he stood beside the bed he farted quite loudly, as if to remind her that she deserved someone as awful as him.


But she did not wake and for a moment Henry was flooded by helpless rage, a feeling that made him want to run to the bedside table, snatch up Elinor’s nail scissors and twist them into her neck, this way and that, gouging out blood and veins. ‘Excuse me!’ he would scream as he slashed at her throat, ‘I am here! I exist! Excuse me! Excuse me!’


Giving himself dialogue seemed to calm him and he stood for a moment, arms idle at his side, breathing slowly and heavily. He felt as if he had just run fifty yards, rather quickly. Calm, Henry. Calm. The great thing about poisoners is their control. You don’t dash into breakfast and slop paraquat over the wife’s Frosties, while hurling abuse at her. You are quiet and slow and methodical. And when she clutches at her side and complains of a slight ache you lean forward solicitously and ask, ‘Are you all right, my darling?’ You are gentle and considerate. And inside you are the Wimbledon Poisoner.


He was OK now. He bent over, kissed the least precipitous bit of her chin that he could find and went downstairs to find his daughter.


Maisie was sitting in front of the television, glaring sullenly at a man in a pink tracksuit. Getting her out was clearly going to be a problem.


After ‘No’ her favourite word was ‘Why’.


Henry’s ploy was simply to lie. ‘I thought of going out for some choc bars,’ he would say, adding sotto voce as his daughter ran for her anorak, ‘and I thought we might drop off at the gym/piano teacher’s/library on the way . . .’


He promised her a sight of Arfur this morning. He had remembered that Donald, Arfur’s father, was liable to be waiting, with other fathers, in his parked car outside the Wimbledon Young Players’ rehearsal. Unbelievably, he had actually christened his only son Arfur. Even more unbelievably Maisie thought Arfur was, to use a word too much on her lips these days, ‘cute’. Even more unbelievable than either of these details was the fact that Donald was a doctor.


All the men in the suburb had jobs. Henry didn’t know any unemployed people. He read about the unemployed in newspapers and saw films about them on television, pacing across photogenic sections of contemporary Britain and muttering darkly about waste and emptiness. The curious thing was that the lawyers, dentists, opticians, salesmen and accountants he knew didn’t seem to do much work. Perhaps, he thought as he followed Maisie down the front path, it was that he knew them only as fathers, as people whose primary function was to stand at the edge of swimming pools, dank gymnasia or football fields, their collective manhoods bruised by nurture, blurring with age and helpless love.


Or perhaps they didn’t actually do any work at all. Perhaps they only pretended. Perhaps the unemployed were the only people who did any work these days.


Once you knew Donald was a doctor, of course, it was impossible to forget it. His manner, over the years, had come to seem eerily medical. If Henry offered him a drink, Donald would compress his lips, lower his eyes, as if in the middle of a difficult diagnosis, and nod, slowly, responsibly, like a man burdened with some ghastly secret about the state of Henry’s insides.


‘Thanks, Henry,’ he would say, in a tone that indicated this might well be the last drink he would be accepting from his friend, ‘thanks!’


The phrase Henry wanted to use whenever alone with Donald’s permanent bedside manner was How long have I got, Doctor? There was something about the care with which he looked into your eyes that was truly frightening.


The only time that Donald didn’t look like a doctor was when people at parties asked him anything about health or physiology. Then he looked like a frightened animal. His composure would vanish, his grey eyes would shift around the room and, muttering something about antibiotics, he would disappear to the other end of the room, where some hours later he would be discovered at some local worthy’s side, discussing parking problems at Wait-rose with the quiet authority of a great physician.


Maisie had gone round to the passenger door of the Volkswagen and was standing, one hand poised to open it as soon as Henry should unlock it. Henry lowered himself into the driver’s seat and stood looking out at her for a moment. It was amazing how little time children wasted. How they went on to the next thing with such satisfaction and certainty. How they went on from being carried and put in things to sitting in the front seat of cars, opening things for themselves, unlocking the tame mysteries of life. She’ll be bloody driving soon, he thought, as he clicked open the lock and his daughter settled in beside him. She had her mother’s knack of occupying space around her. She snapped the seat belt into position and stared out through the window as if in search of something else to organize.


‘Elsie Mitchell says I stink!’ she said, as if opening this topic for theoretical debate.


‘Who’s Elsie Mitchell?’


‘A girl in Class Two of course,’ said Maisie, ‘with a nose like a pig!’


Henry drove.


He turned right into Caldecott Road, left into Howard’s Avenue, right on to Mainwaring Road and up the wide thoroughfare that led to Wimbledon Hill. In all these streets, thick with lime trees, estate agents’ boards and large, clean cars, there were no people to be seen at all. Henry knew all the houses – the double-fronted mansion with the Mercedes in the driveway, the row of early Victorian workmen’s cottages, fastidiously restored, the occasional bungalow or mock Gothic affair with turrets – he knew what each one was worth, and he followed their fortunes, decay, repair, sale, in the way a countryman might watch the seasons. At 29 Howard’s Avenue the builder’s skip was still outside and the rusty scaffolding blinded its shabby windows. At 45 Mainwaring Road the upper maisonette was still advertising itself for sale – no less than six boards competing for the passerby’s attention. Henry noticed all these things with something like affection while Maisie pressed her nose (very like a pig’s, Henry thought) to the window of the Passat.


How was he going to turn the conversation round to the subject of poison? Henry could not imagine, when it came to it, the beginning, middle or end of a conversation in which Donald would tell him how to get hold of an untraceable poison.


He could steal some leaves from Donald’s prescription pad. But were doctors allowed to order poisons? Why should they be? What were the medical applications of, say, arsenic? Henry realized he had absolutely no idea. He was as pathetically unqualified in the art of murder as he was at golf or philosophy. The problem with this poisoning business was that the preliminary research was horribly incriminating. One minute there you were asking casual questions about arsenic and the next there was your wife throwing up and having her hair fall out. People would put two and two together.


Christ, what were the major poisons?


There was arsenic, cyanide, prussic acid and – the list stopped there. Nobody much used poison any more; that was the trouble. Or if they did it was so modern that nobody got to hear about it. Henry couldn’t think of any celebrated poisoners apart from Maltby and Crippen. And after Crippen, what? The line died out, didn’t it? And while we were talking about Crippen, it would probably be unwise to choose as a role model someone who had been topped for the offence. He wanted someone who had got away with it.


He was drawing up outside the hall when he thought of Graham Young.


For the moment he could think of nothing apart from the name. Young had, as far as Henry could remember, been sent to Broadmoor. But hadn’t he been a state-of-the-art poisoner? A man who approached the subject with some finesse. Even if it wasn’t quite enough finesse to keep him out of the loony bin. From Henry’s recollection of the trial, which was, admittedly, not all that clear, Young had been some kind of chemist. There was probably no better way, if one was going to do this thing properly, than to study a celebrated practitioner. It wouldn’t be enough to find a poison that would finish her off. He needed to know how to play it when the abdominal pains got started. Was there, for example, a poison that created symptoms that looked like a fairly recognizable disease? And if so, why wasn’t every red-blooded English male using it?


Graham Young, yes. Graham Young. Henry had an image of a quiet man in a suit. A man not unlike himself. Something wet and heavy hit the side of his head. He realized Maisie was kissing him. He turned and watched her run up the path and into the hall. Where, though, was Donald? His white Sierra was parked just ahead of Henry, the door open, but there was no sign either of him or Arfur.


Henry got out of the car and sauntered over to the Sierra. No one around. The passenger door was open. And there, on the top of his open bag, staring straight at him, was the white notepad he used for issuing prescriptions. Henry pulled open the door, yanked off the three top sheets and scuttled back to his car. Only when he was safely inside the Passat did he look round to see if he had been observed. He was safe he was safe he was safe.


As he groped his way under his seat, seeking somewhere to stow the paper, his fingers met something cold and hard and sharp. The jack. He’d been looking for that for ages. And if all else failed it would probably be an effective, if unsubtle way of letting his wife know that something rather more serious than Marriage Guidance was required to get them out of their marital difficulties. He wrapped the prescription paper round it and started the engine. He had an hour to get to the library, do his research and return for Maisie. A whole hour. What better way to spend one of those rare breaks in the suburban day than by studying methods of getting rid of one’s wife.
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There were no fewer than four books in the Wimbledon Public Library that dealt with the Graham Young case. One of them – by a man called Harkness – was 400 pages long, contained twenty-four black and white photographs, three appendices and several maps and diagrams. It was eighty pages longer than the standard biography of Antonin Dvořák, the composer, and only seventy pages shorter than the definitive historical account of Rommel’s North African campaign.


There were pages and pages of psychoanalytic rubbish, Henry noted, and endless, dreary character sketches of the people Young had poisoned. But there was also a fairly concisely written chapter entitled ‘Thallium Poisoning: Odourless, Tasteless and almost Impossible to Detect’. This was just the sort of thing Henry wanted to read.


Most poisons, it seemed, tasted unpleasant. (Elinor did not drink either tea or coffee and only the occasional glass of mint tea. She drank no alcohol and thought most forms of seasoning depraved. Her diet was, in a sense, poison proof.) But thallium, it appeared, was quite tasteless.


Its effects, however, were sensational. Your hair fell out. You had hallucinations. You lost the use of your limbs. You went on to do sterling work in the diarrhoea, headaches and vomiting department and you ended up coughing out your last in a way that Henry thought would be entirely suitable for Elinor. It wasn’t just that. Thallium poisoning created a set of symptoms exactly matching a series found in a type of polyneuritis known as the Guillain-Barré Syndrome. The first post-mortem on one of Young’s victims – Fred Biggs – had found no traces of thallium in the body, although later microscopic analysis revealed there were several hundred milligrams, more than enough to kill him.


It was the polyneuritis that Henry liked. Two years after they had been married, Elinor had suddenly, mysteriously, developed a weakness in her legs, and Henry, who, equally mysteriously, in those days wasn’t trying to kill her, had hurried her to the local hospital where the doctors had diagnosed – wait for it – polyneuritis. Polyneuritis was clearly a word like morality that meant so many different things as to be absolutely meaningless. If it meant anything at all, thought Henry, it was something along the lines of We haven’t got a clue. Henry could imagine the conversation with Donald now. Elinor on the bed, hair falling out, vomiting, losing the use of her limbs and he and Donald, over by the window, voices low, faces discreetly grave. Donald would issue a death certificate for any cause you suggested to him; this case, Henry felt, might be so staggeringly self-explanatory as to allow him to come to a diagnosis off his own bat.


‘It’s the . . . polyneuritis . . .’ he heard himself say, as Donald sneaked towards the medical dictionary, his big handsome head bowed with concern, his grey eyes looking into the distance, in the direction of the local tennis court.


He might even sob. That would be good. If only to observe the embarrassment on Donald’s face.


Where should he have her cremated? Somewhere rather low-rent, Henry thought. There was a particularly nasty crematorium in Mitcham, he recalled, with a chapel that looked more than usually like a public lavatory. And, from what he remembered of the funeral (his grandmother’s), the ushers looked like men who were trying hard not to snigger. Or should he go completely the other way? Hire a small cruiser and slip her coffin over the side in some ocean that might have some special meaning for her? (The Bering Straits, possibly.) He could . . . but Henry was almost too full of good ideas for her funeral. She wasn’t even dead yet.


Half an hour left.


The chief problem with thallium was that it didn’t seem to be used for anything much apart from the manufacture of optical lenses of a high refractive index – camera lenses, for example. Henry stared for some moments at the word ‘optical’. Why should he need stuff for making lenses? He didn’t make cameras, he wasn’t an optician—


No, but Gordon Beamish was. Gordon Beamish was a real live optician. He was all optician. He was probably always nipping down to Underwoods for a few grams of thallium. Susie Beamish probably drank it for breakfast. There would be an especial pleasure in using Gordon Beamish’s name. If anyone deserved a few years in an open prison it was Beamish.


Like many people who wear glasses, Henry hated opticians, especially opticians with 20/20 vision. Gordon Beamish was a man who made a fetish out of being lynx-eyed. He could be seen most mornings at the door of his shop in Wimbledon Village, arms crossed, mouth twisted in a superior sneer, just waiting for the chance to decode the small print on the front of buses.


‘I saw you in the High Street the other day,’ he would say, in a tone that suggested that it was quite impossible for Henry to have seen him. Henry had lost count of the number of times Beamish began a sentence with the words ‘I notice . . .’ or ‘I observe . . .’ Things were always crystal clear to Beamish; he was always taking a view or spying out the land or finding some way of pointing out the difference between his world – a universe of sharp corners and exact distances – and the booming, foggy place in which Henry found himself every time he took off his glasses. When suffering eye tests in the darkened cubicle at the back of his shop, almost the only thing Henry ever managed to see was the pitying smile on Beamish’s face as he flashed up smaller and smaller letter sequences, all of them probably spelling ‘You are a fat shortsighted twerp’!


Beamish, thought Henry, could be the fall guy. He liked to think of Beamish in the dock at the Central Court, his counsel blustering on about his client’s perfectly normal, acceptable need for heavy metal poisons (‘But how do you explain, Mr Beamish, your ordering a quantity of thallium from a perfectly reputable chemist’s . . . ?’) He closed the book, replaced it in the cookery section of the open shelves, and walked briskly to the car. There was no time to lose. It was entirely possible, Elinor being the way she was, that somebody else would try to kill her before Henry got in with his bid.


Indeed, he reflected, as he joined the queue at the traffic lights opposite the library, it was such a blindingly simple, brilliantly obvious idea, it was very difficult to think why everyone wasn’t doing it. Why, while they were about it, wasn’t she trying to kill him?


Henry drove cautiously up the hill. He tested the brakes when he reached the top. They seemed OK.


Maisie looked, as always, subtly different after her piano lesson. She looked more aware of the world, brighter, more optimistic. This was some compensation for the fact that she was almost certainly no better at the piano.


Donald’s son, Arfur, was there, a small, fat six-year-old, who stared at Henry and said: ‘I played the piano!’


‘Good!’ said Henry, through compressed lips. He seized Maisie by the hand and walked back to the car. If he could get hold of something from Beamish, he might be able to lay his hands on some thallium by lunchtime. She could be dead by the time children’s television started or, if not dead, at least well on the way to it. He chose a route back down the hill that did not involve too many serious gradients, moving from Roseberry Road to War-burton Drive to Chesterton Terrace and, from there, doubling back along a series of streets with an offensively tangible air of esprit de corps – Lowther Park Drive, where people called to each other over their Volvos and, even worse, Stapleton Road, a place that seemed almost permanently on the verge of a street party.


The brakes still seemed OK.


Gordon Beamish was not in his shop – instead, under a gigantic spectacle frames stood a small, rat-faced girl called Ruthie. Ruthie, as if to compensate for her boss’s powers of vision, seemed to have every known complaint of the eyes short of blindness. Astigmatism, squints, premature presbyopia, short sight, long sight, tunnel vision, barrel vision, migraine, Ruthie had the lot, and her glasses resembled some early form of periscope; they were a circular, heavy-duty affair, with catches and locks and screws. Somewhere underneath the pebble lenses, tinged both grey and pink, the steel traps and the wires were, presumably, a pair of eyes but they were only, really, a flicker, in the depths of the optician’s pièce de résistance that towered above Ruthie’s nose.


Henry liked Ruthie and Ruthie liked him.


‘Is Gordon about?’


‘No,’ said Ruthie, ‘he took Luke to Beavers.’


Beavers. That was a new one on Henry. What the hell was Beavers? Some neo-Fascist organization perhaps? From what he could remember of Luke, the boy would have fitted well into the Waffen SS. Leaving Maisie on the street he went into the shop.


‘I’ll leave a note for him!’ he said.


Ruthie folded her arms, as if to emphasize her lack of responsibility for the shop she was minding. Her eyes, or something very like her eyes, moved in the thick depths of the glass. ‘Fine!’ she said.


Henry went through to the back of the shop.


On Gordon’s desk was a pile of headed notepaper. Henry picked up two sheets. Then he saw something better. In a square, steel tray at the back of the desk was a notepad, the kind of thing given away by small businesses in an attempt to register their names with the public. A. M. Duncan, it read, Lenses, Photographic and Ophthalmic. And underneath the heading, an address. After a quick glance back through the shop (Maisie and Ruthie were staring out at the street in silence) Henry slid one sheet of the printed paper into Gordon’s typewriter. What he really wanted to write was:


Henry Farr wishes some thallium to administer to his wife. Please give this to him. He is desperate.


But instead he told whomsoever it might concern that he was Alan Bleath, a researcher employed by the above company and he needed to buy 10 grams of thallium for research purposes. Was that going to be enough? She was quite a big woman. Shouldn’t he order a kilo? Two kilos? A lorryload, for Christ’s sake! The trouble was, he thought, as he signed the paper, indecipherably, with his left hand, folded it and put it into his jacket pocket, he didn’t know much about thallium poisoning, and even less about the making of lenses with a high refractive index. A really thorough murderer would have boned up on both subjects more intently.
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