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  Chapter One




  THE great studded doors to the main entrance opened inwards to a cobbled courtyard. On the far side, iron gates reaching to the stone archway separated

  courtyard from prison grounds. This was the Main Gate Lodge. Through it, passed all incoming traffic. Trucks laden with cement and tiles, oats destined for skilly and marked GRADE “A” PIG MEAL, Black Marias with the day’s haul from the Metropolitan Police Courts, coaches used to carry

  convicted prisoners from the Central Criminal Court and the County Sessions.




  Those ponderous doors shut out freedom from drunks serving seven days in lieu of a fine, candidates for Preventive Detention and Corrective Training, ten year men and those hustled in direct

  silence to the condemned cells.




  There were two patches of light in the sombre courtyard. On the left, in the gatekeeper’s office, were numbered racks hung with cell and pass keys. On a larger painted slate, the legends

  “Men at Court,” “Locking-up Roll,” had figures chalked against them. Outside, a rat-faced trusty was stacking loaves of bread on a shelf to be collected by warders going

  off duty.




  On the other side of the courtyard was a room lit by two naked bulbs. Three benches and an evil oil stove were the only furnishings. The decoration was the same as anywhere else in the

  jail—whitewash and ochre paint. Over the door, the words WAITING ROOM had been inscribed in the tasty style affected by convict signwriters.




  It was two in the afternoon and visiting hours. This was the room where those with visiting orders waited till the men they had come to see were fetched from the prison. A thin-faced woman

  slapped fretfully at two small boys. A tall girl, with bright hair worn in a pony tail, a silver fox jacket and spiked shoes, examined her exaggerated make-up with care. On the bench beside her, a

  cigarette was smouldering. A stout woman with her head wrapped in a scarf that bristled with curling pins glared at the girl then dabbed angrily at tears that made her ugly face uglier.




  One man sat alone, near the door to the yard, reading the early edition of the afternoon paper. As he considered the banner headline, he crinkled his bloodhound face.




  GREGORY CASE—APPEAL COURT JUDGE’S DECISION




  He closed the paper suddenly, smoothing the folds with pigskin fingers. Thirty-five, he wore his well-cut clothes with an air of assurance. As he heard the jingle of keys, he stood, showing his

  extreme height.




  The jailer had a scrubbed N.C.O.’s face under a peaked cap. He called names pompously from a sheaf of visiting orders in his hand.




  At “Mr. Sloane!” the tall man ducked under the overhang into the courtyard. In the manner of one long accustomed to minor disbursements of the sort, Sloane slipped a half-crown

  into the hand of the warder. It was transferred to the man’s pocket with no acknowledgement.




  The Visiting Boxes were between the main lodge and the prison itself—a single-storey building split down its length into sixteen cubicles, each the size of a telephone booth. Visitors used

  a door on the far side, prisoners one near the cell blocks. Two men came up the steps from the basement level of the jail. The jailbird grey of the prisoner’s uniform was drab against the

  escort’s neat blue tunic. The warder rapped with his key on the door to the Visiting Boxes. As it opened, he bellowed as if on a parade ground:




  “One man on to you, sir! 1748 Gregory, appeal visit, sir!”




  Greg resisted the urge to laugh. This was the stylized language approved by the Prison Commissioners in ball-and-chain days and still passed from one old sweat to another.




  “One man coming down, sir!” they yelled to one another though you were going down a stairway with twelve treads. As if you were valuable merchandize to be acknowledged with some

  magical formula. One that would absolve the screws should you vanish in smoke.




  The receiving warder scowled. “Do your jacket up!” he ordered.




  Meeting the man’s look, Greg fastened the shapeless jacket slowly. He’d have to be careful. They threw you in Chokey for “dumb insolence”. Chokey was the same as being

  on Special Watch or the Escape List. A screw peering into your cell every quarter hour and a light on all night. Worse—the punishment cells were twelve feet above the ground.




  The warder was watching Greg, the smile plastered on his face as if he meant it.




  “That’s better. It wouldn’t do to let ’em think we don’t keep you smart.” He pointed down the corridor. “Number 12.”




  Steam pipes clanked. Around them, a few of the cons, their visits over, were soaking in the unaccustomed heat luxuriously as they waited to be escorted back to their shops. From the babble of

  conversation, the flat accusing whine of a woman’s voice detached itself. There was a recent case of a prisoner who had smashed the glass in an attempt to disfigure his visitor. The warder

  followed Greg to his booth, rattling his keys warningly. The woman’s voice was suddenly quiet.




  Greg’s booth was fourth from the end. The warder patrolled the length of coconut-fibre matting, inspecting the booths from time to time—a gesture, since nothing could be passed from

  one side to the other. His desk was at the far end of the corridor.




  Greg let down the wooden flap that served as a seat. Through the glass partition, he could see the windows on the other side of the Visiting Boxes. Beyond that, the wicket in the iron gate. He

  kept his eyes on it. As the bitter reek of shag tobacco hit his nostrils, his fingers drummed on the raw wood. Why those stupid bastards couldn’t wait till they got back to their shops then

  use the johns! The screw this side was a bad one to start with—if he noticed the smoking, he’d be prowling about this end of the building. What Greg had to say to Sloane needn’t

  take long. But it had to be private.




  When he saw Sloane coming through the iron gate, Greg’s mouth eased. Boy, you get a friend like Sloane and you really get a friend.




  The jailer on Sloane’s side was one of the old school. One of the “Give me no trouble and I’ll give you none” set. He showed Sloane in. “You know the

  regulations, sir. He ain’t allowed to be showed no newspapers or letters.”




  Sloane’s nod was at once an acceptance and dismissal of everything the jailer stood for. He smiled at Greg.




  “How is it?” seriously, he asked. “You got the wire?”




  Greg moved impatiently. “Yeh. They read it to me. Was there anybody in court?”




  Sloane bent his head to the wire mesh that flanked the glass. It was necessary. Either you heard or saw your visitor. You took your choice.




  “I went there. They crucified you, Greg. Bryant did his best but you hadn’t a chance. They’re not going to bother about law, Greg.”




  Fifteen minutes, Greg kept thinking. “I know,” he said. He could smell the other’s face lotion, imagine the smooth feel of his linen. “What about Judith—was she

  in court?”




  “I told her to keep away.” Sloane talked fast. “There was nothing she could do. She was better with the kids down at Henley.” He chose his words carefully. “Greg—Bryant says they’d have given you more time if you’d appealed against sentence instead of conviction.”




  More time! How much more? If you’ve already got ten years, what can it matter if they give you fifteen! If you couldn’t see the end of a sentence, what difference how long it was!




  He waited till the patrolling warder had passed. “They can drop dead,” he said flatly, “Bryant, too. A copper, a lawyer, a thief. They all piss in the same pot.” Three

  thousand pounds he’d paid the lawyer—to get ten years.




  Sloane spoke sharply and Greg heard his own voice, dangerously high. He nodded. “O.K. Let it go.”




  “It was the money, Greg,” urged Sloane. “Nobody beats them for twenty-eight thousand and walks out of it. You ought to know it.” Overhead, the round clock on

  the wall ticked off the minutes. Sloane’s voice poured through the mesh in a parody of indignation. “‘Not one penny of this money recovered yet the man has the impertinence to

  appeal!’—that was the Lord Chief Justice, Greg.”




  It was as if mention of money silenced them both. Greg was first to speak, his words barely audible. “You’ve got to help me, Sloane. You’ve got to get me out of

  here.” He strained, trying to gauge the effect of his words.




  The dark man moved his head and they stared briefly at one another through the glass. Sloane nodded. A shadow moved on the glass and Greg waited till the warder had passed. “I can’t

  take any more chances, smuggling letters out.” He was whispering into the grille. “You know the cell number. I’ll hang a cloth on the bars. Saturday, Sloane. Saturday?”




  Sloane took off a glove. For a second, the two men stood, palms flat against the glass. Once again, Sloane nodded. The jailer stood behind them.




  “Five more minutes.”




  They talked of nothing till the man came back to rap again with his key. Christ! thought Greg. A man and a key!




  “Time’s up, Gregory.”




  He joined the group by the water-pipes and watched Sloane to the Main Gate. As he went through the wicket, Sloane raised a hand in salutation then disappeared.




  It was Thursday. He had three days and three nights to wait. Easy enough to rationalize the failure of his appeal. But always there’d been the faint hope that a smart lawyer might have

  figured out some legal angle. Sloane was right. You couldn’t beat them for twenty-eight grand and walk out of the case. This is what he’d bargained for from the beginning. Without any

  fireworks, the cops had been able to prove his guilt.




  Back in the tailor’s shop, Greg watched the clock, ramming the blunt needle through the dirt-crusted mail-bag. It was four-thirty and the discipline officer gave the signal to stop work.

  “Cease Labour” as they loved to put it in their jargon. In the nine weeks that he’d been in Wandsworth Greg hadn’t washed in the shop. One bucket of lukewarm water between

  thirty men, the hell with it! For the rest of the cons, it was a chance to snatch a forbidden word under the nose of the screw. But Greg didn’t talk. Even where talking was allowed, on the

  rings during exercise period, he didn’t talk. For an hour each day, Greg made the circuit in complete silence though they made you walk in pairs.




  He lined up, arms outstretched, to be searched. The door from the tailor’s shop was fifteen feet from the entrance to the cell-block. A bright hanging lamp made a splash of light in the

  winter murk. Three jailers covered the space between the two buildings as the men filed into their cells.




  Greg was located in the “cockpit,” D 1/12, on the basement floor of the prison. Without turning his head, he slammed his door shut from inside. The button hit the door jamb and the

  heavy tongue of the lock shot home. Outside, a white enamelled door handle was now in horizontal position, showing that the door was properly fastened.




  He kicked off his shoes and put on the crude cloth slippers. This was the best part of the day—when “they” left you alone. From five, after supper, till seven the next

  morning, the door would open just once, when a pint of milkless and sugarless cocoa was served and the patrol made sure you were there. At nine, the light in the cell was extinguished from the

  outside.




  Mechanically, he spread the coarse calico cloth on his table. Already they were unlocking the doors for supper. It was the landing screw, Griffiths, who opened the door. He put his red face

  inside the cell.




  “Tea up, Canada.” Griffiths was supposed to be one of the “good screws”. “I heard your appeal got turned down.” The orderly neared with a bucket of tea

  and the jailer’s tone changed. “Get your woodwork scrubbed, Gregory, and don’t let me have to tell you again.”




  The fiery face vanished. On Greg’s table were two tailor-made cigarettes. He considered his supper: 8 oz. bread, ½ oz. margarine, 1 oz. cheese and a pint of tea. He had no

  complaints. You couldn’t starve on the diet. He watched as the door was tried from the outside, heard the spring-loaded handle flipped. The margarine always tasted of fish. He sprinkled it

  with salt. Salt and water, as much as you wanted, Griffiths always said. Suddenly he stood with his ear against the crack in the door. It was time for the shift of jailers to change over.




  In each cell block there were four galleries, forty-eight cells on each gallery. Five cell blocks in the main prison. Up on the other galleries, they were sleeping three in a cell. Three classes

  of prisoners avoided that final indignity—queers, stir-crazy guys and those doing long sentences. As a location, the cockpit wasn’t popular. Often the communal lavatories overflowed,

  leaving the floors wet with a sickly reek of excrement and carbolic. And down there, the cells were dark, even in the long fine days when first he’d arrived, the cell had been dark. On the

  credit side, the jail’s antiquated heating system rumbled its way through the bowels of the building. His cell was fifteen degrees warmer than those above. There was another and all-important

  advantage. The night patrol had to pass directly over his head to reach the iron stairway that led to the cockpit. On the stone-flagged gallery above, a loose flag tipped whenever weight was placed

  on it. And the handrail on the stairs creaked. Some of the screws tripped cunningly on felt-soled slippers once they had reached the basement floor. The flap of the spyhole moved almost

  soundlessly. With innocent face Greg was accustomed to turn, acknowledging the cold fish-eye with a nod.




  He’d have to stop that. Better they weren’t aware that you knew they were there. The loose flag and creaking handrail warned him as effectively as any alarm bell.




  His plate and cup washed, he lit one of Griffiths’s cigarettes, padding from door to window. Without looking, he knew every inch of his cell. In the window there were twenty-four small

  panes of glass in a cast-iron frame. On the outside, four flat bars of mild steel set so that it was impossible for even a midget to pass through. The basement cell windows were at breast height.

  On the upper galleries they were high in the cell wall and difficult to reach.




  It had taken Greg eight weeks to perfect his plan of escape, going over each detail with dogged persistence. Timing the night patrols both in the cell block and in the prison grounds. He had

  taken weeks, standing fully dressed in the dark, watching the outside patrol as he passed into the light from the tailor’s shop and paused to punch the clock on the wall. Three times, during

  the night, the patrol made his rounds. Ten p.m., one a.m. and six a.m. The screws varied, the times never. It had been hard work, listening for the tell-tale flag and handrail that signalled the

  descent of the inside patrol. Leaping into bed, fully dressed, straining to hear the man in the grounds yet watching the spyhole. The clock from the chapel struck at quarter-hour intervals and gave

  him a time bearing.




  It was easier to break into jail than out. To beat this place he needed help. The eighteen feet wall was unguarded on the north where the railway ran parallel for one hundred and fifty yards.

  For a man on the outside to duck over the fence from the Common, under the bridge and along the embankment was simple. At that point, he would be no more than thirty yards in a direct line from

  Greg’s cell. With an extending or rope ladder, he could scale the wall, avoid the night patrol and reach the dark shelter of the cell block.




  Somewhere, Greg had had to take a premature chance in order to give Sloane the essentials. Luck had been with him. A Pole had smuggled out the letter, God knows how or where the guy had

  concealed the closely-written strips of cigarette paper. But he had delivered them to Sloane and claimed ten pounds. Greg had no qualms—the note had been carefully worded. Of itself,

  innocuous—combined with Sloane’s visits, a pattern for escape.




  Quarter to eight sounded with the clank of a cracked anvil. Greg started to make his bed. For the next two nights he needed as much sleep as possible.




  The monotony of Friday was broken by an unexpected cell search in the morning before work. It was nine. Outside the window, the cement walks glistened with hoar frost. A vague movement to the

  end of the block caught his eye. With practised speed, Greg checked the scanty cell furniture. At that hour, a screw outside meant that a block search was under way. Cells and galleries. As soon as

  the men heard cell doors opening and bells being tested, contraband hurtled from fifty windows. Old newspapers, unauthorized books, razor blades, all the jealously hoarded rubbish that meant loss

  of remission if found.




  It was the outside patrol’s job, for the most part done in arbitrary style, to mark the offending windows.




  Greg had nothing. But he examined every inch of his cell. Cell doors were open all day with cleaners running about in the blocks. Greg trusted nobody in the place. This was no time for him to

  foul out. The indicators that marked the source of the cell bells were being tested. The mechanical and ancient system creaked and strained over yards of wire. Suddenly the door opened. They hunted

  in pairs, as always. This time, Greg hadn’t done badly. It was Griffiths and a jailer he’d never seen before. Some of the bums weren’t above finding whatever they wanted to find

  in a man’s cell.




  “Bring your blankets and sheets outside!”




  The stranger sprung the lock and went in, closing the door behind him. On the gallery outside, Greg shook his bedding piece by piece as Griffiths watched.




  “How’s your wife taking it, Gregory?”




  Greg moved his shoulders. When it suited them, the screws accepted you as a human being but only when it suited them. Griffiths was one of the worst offenders. He had a phoney friendliness that

  came under the heading “Handling the men”.




  Greg knew that there was one reason why anyone should want to gain his confidence now. They had all tried it. The insurance investigator who had visited him in Brixton while he waited trial.

  “We could make it easy for you, Gregory.” Then Porter and Lee with the monkey shrewdness and glib thieves’ patter of Flying Squad officers.




  “Why don’t you be sensible, Greg. You’ve got no form in this country. We can do a lot for you.”




  Sure, they all could, till it came to the pay-off. Then you’d find it was strictly a one-sided bargain. Their side.




  Greg knew that to these people he represented £28,000. That and nothing more. That first night in Wandsworth, a stranger had thrown him a half-ounce of coarse black tobacco and a spill

  with papers and matches. Samaritan, thought Greg, smiling secretly. The next day, after the parade for the Governor and the Chaplain, the stranger picked Greg up on the exercise ring. After five

  minutes of the man’s studiously incurious conversation, Greg interrupted:




  “You want to hear about my case?”




  The man looked away. “I read something . . .”




  “I didn’t do it,” said Greg.




  They walked in silence till they reached the latrines where the man left him.




  The strange screw left Greg’s cell. The bars and the frame of the window had been sounded, the walls and floor inspected, mattress pummelled. He brushed a few strands of coir from his

  tunic.




  “You want to get those windows cleaned,” he told Greg. “If you don’t want to see out of them, the next man might.”




  Friday was canteen day. That week, he’d done his task in the shop and no more. At the canteen, he signed for two shillings and bought ten tailor-made cigarettes. After Sunday night,

  he’d be buying his own.




  Saturday morning. Only a half-day to work. When he got back from the shop, there was a letter from Judith. Attached was a mimeographed slip from the Censor’s Office.




   




  

    

      INFORM YOUR CORRESPONDENT THAT FUTURE LETTERS MUST BE CONFINED TO TWO DOUBLE OR FOUR SINGLE SHEETS. FAILURE TO COMPLY WILL MEAN THE RETURN OF THE LETTERS.


    


  




   




  He read his wife’s letter carefully, apprehensive of some chance remark that might have intrigued the censor. His mail was read twice. Once by the censor and once by the

  Deputy-Governor. Greg knew that and more than they imagined. Only Sloane and he were aware that tomorrow night he’d be out of the place. Certainly not Judith. As soon as the hue went out for

  him, her life would be misery. Each step that she took—even the kids maybe—would be subject to police surveillance. When he was first arrested, it had been like that. And it had

  continued till they realized that she had no idea what he had done with the money. Nobody knew. That was his strength.




  It had nothing to do with trust. Rather, there were different sorts of trust. You trusted a man with your liberty, your wife, your honour. Maybe there were five or six people on the outside he

  could put in that category. Trusting them with twenty-eight thousand pounds was something again.




  







  Chapter Two




  FROM the moment that Greg had met the Nicholson woman, he had accepted the fact that it would be a straight swop. His liberty for twenty-eight thousand

  pounds. There’d been no chance of a show of innocence. Greg had met the woman casually in Canada House when both had been calling for mail. There was nothing in Mrs. Nicholson’s

  appearance that signalled promise to him. A dour little woman of fifty, she wore sensible shoes and clothes. Beside her, Greg waited his turn at the mail desk.




  The clerk riffed through the sheaf of letters with practised speed. “Three for you, Mrs. Nicholson.”




  She fumbled, fingers clumsy in thick gloves. An envelope fell at Greg’s feet. He retrieved it and she nodded her thanks. It was a week before he saw her again. She was standing on the

  corner of Villiers Street and the Strand. Lost, he thought without interest. As he reached her, he tipped his hat on an impulse.




  She braced sturdy legs as the wind whipped her coat round her shapeless body. Surely, he thought, she didn’t think this was a pick-up.




  “Canada House,” he smiled, “You were getting your mail.”




  Her washed-blue eyes showed recognition. “Of course.” They moved to the shelter of a doorway. It was noon. The narrow pavement was packed with office workers. Four-lane traffic

  moved east and west, the buses bullying, the cabs peevish with thin horns.




  She shook her head. “This is worse than Yonge Street.”




  “Toronto?”




  She nodded.




  “Me, too,” he said.




  She hesitated. “Do you know where this place is?” She gave him a slip of paper. “I’ve been fifteen minutes trying to find out.” She said “out” as

  only a Torontonian will.




  The paper she proffered bore the name and address of the best-known numismatist in the country; an address that was on the books of a half-dozen thieves Greg knew, including his own. In the

  three safes at Dodds were coins that represented a quarter million pounds, gold value alone. The two moose-jawed brothers who ran Dodds were rich, contemptuous of a vulgar era and no fools. Their

  safes were impregnatile, their office patrolled and their keys deposited each night in the bank.




  Greg walked Mrs. Nicholson down towards the river. At the door to the old shabby house, she gave him her hand. “You did that as well as a courier, young man. Come to tea some afternoon if

  you’ve nothing better to do.” She gave him the number of a house in Green Street.




  He walked up to lunch, considering this rugged old battle-axe with a Mayfair address. She was beginning to intrigue him. Three weeks, she said, she’d been in England. He could think of no

  obvious reason why a woman like Mrs. Nicholson would be visiting Dodds. In Greg’s book, anything that wasn’t obvious was worth investigating. Already he knew that he’d take her up

  on the invitation to tea.




  It was a small house in Green Street with an Adam door and a wrought-iron railing. His knock was answered by an elderly maid who showed him into a drawing room elegant with Chippendale. Mrs.

  Nicholson in something that looked like carpeting was incongruous as she poured tea from a Meissen service. After a few minutes grudgingly given to Greg’s fictitious account of himself, she

  started a monologue with frank pleasure. She talked and Greg listened.




  Harriet Nicholson was a widow from the Humber Valley section of Toronto. Inheritance of the estate of a second cousin had been an unforeseen event. There was the house in Green Street, enough

  mining stock to enable her to run it and the Bartrop Collection—seven hundred mediaeval gold coins of value. For twenty years, she had worked five days a week to support a husband with

  two-thirds of a lung. She talked about his death and her inheritance with the same lack of emotion. All she allowed herself was a regret that the second had not come before the first.




  Greg brought her back to the Bartrop Collection. Seven hundred gold coins were cascading through his fingers. His mind was busy; a sovereign, a louis d’or, a five dollar piece. Mrs.

  Nicholson was easily encouraged. She’d spent a lifetime in a cheap frame house, juggling a secretary’s salary against mounting doctor’s bills. Not since she was a girl had she

  owned anything that wasn’t of practical or immediate use. Beauty in belongings she didn’t appreciate. To her, the Bartrop Collection represented idle capital. Not only was she ignorant

  of the difference between a groat and a noble. She didn’t care, she said. He laughed.




  Since her arrival in England, there had been a dozen enquiries after the cousin’s collection, dealers, collectors, representatives of the two household names in antique auctioneering.

  Dodds, where she had been the previous week, had offered her thirty thousand pounds for the coins. Greg watched her bridle, turning down the corners of her thin sexless mouth. Maybe they thought

  she’d never heard of a dealer’s ring! She had a laugh as disillusioned as that of a bartender. Meanwhile, the collection was insured for thirty-six thousand pounds. And for the first

  time in her life she could afford to wait.




  Greg’s words came almost without thinking. Instinct prompted him that this was the moment to make his first move. “Funny you should talk about dealers’ rings. There’s a

  guy in the business over here—we were classmates at McGill—in six years he’s become one of the biggest men in the field. By bucking the rings.”




  Though she made no comment, he knew that what had been said had registered. They said goodbye if not with friendliness with a readiness to listen to one another. It was the first of many visits

  to the house in Green Street. The idea that dealers were trying to combine against her grew in Mrs. Nicholson’s mind. The offers she had had for the Bartrop Collection were close enough to

  establish her certainty.




  At Greg’s third visit, she took him up to the second floor room where coins gleamed bright in glass cases. In the corner was the modern safe that held the most valuable coins. Mrs.

  Nicholson opened it, pulling out trays where edge-set coins nestled in black velvet. Gold royals, angels and half-angels. A double sovereign that she said was worth eight hundred pounds. She showed

  him the catalogue, lovingly done in crabbed longhand. She closed the safe door composedly.




  Carefully, he mentioned burglars and she laughed. “Everything’s insured. In any case, what would they do, there’s an alarm direct to the police station!”




  He left the house, uncertain. He had no scruples about robbing her—he couldn’t see how it would be done.




  Hot jewellery had three values, insurable, replaceable and obtainable. In a crooked market Greg could hope to get a third of the loot’s intrinsic worth. As a collection or piece by piece,

  Mrs. Nicholson’s properly would be impossible to sell straight. It would have to be crooked. And who the hell would want the stuff except as old gold. The value of the coins in the melting

  pot would dwindle from thirty thousand pounds to a fraction. Maybe just once in a lifetime a man had a chance like this. There was a way to beat this old bag and he had to find it.




  From that point it had to be an unequal contest. A middle-aged unsophisticate in a no-holds-barred tussle with someone who knew too many of the wrong answers. Greg was quick to sense that Mrs.

  Nicholson’s cautious greed could be turned to his advantage. Somehow, he had to get authority to market the coins.




  For the next few weeks, Greg saw a great deal of the Canadian woman. That first impulsive lie about his friend in the antique business became the framework of his plan. He steered Mrs. Nicholson

  to the decorous sales rooms off Saint James. They watched as a half-dozen historic homes went under the hammer. Mrs. Nicholson nodded grimly as he pointed out “the ring”. He was

  merely confirming what she believed already. Casually, he mentioned Bill—the mythical classmate turned art dealer. Always Bill was flying to New York with the pick of the Ludlow Castle

  tapestries, or buying the Wicklow glass by private treaty. Looting these treasures from under the noses of the ubiquitous ring. Bill’s was a simple formula, Greg said. He paid high prices for

  the best and sold higher. Mrs. Nicholson was cautiously impressed.




  Greg gave her lunch at the Ritz. Every day now, he was driving up from Henley, maintaining the fiction of a struggling playwright. More than that about him, Mrs. Nicholson didn’t know. Her

  liking for him showed in her concern at his extravagance. She considered the menu with distaste, ordered an omelette and stared down the wine waiter. Greg’s fantasy had him cast in the

  rôle of a man with a mission. He wanted to do for Canada what the great American playwrights had done for the States. Somehow, in England, he would find the break to make this possible.




  As long as it cost her nothing, Mrs. Nicholson was a believer in the advancement of Canadian culture. She sipped her coffee, disapproving of its cost yet determined to have her money’s

  worth.




  “What happens in the meanwhile?” she asked. “When your money runs out, I mean?”




  Through the long windows of the restaurant, the trees in the Park shivered in the breeze. The first brown leaves spun lazily to the ground. “I dunno,” he answered, “I

  certainly don’t know. Anything could happen.” The skin crinkled round his eyes. He was convincing as a gallant tilter at windmills. “For instance, you could give me a

  job.”




  “Me? A job doing what?” she asked curiously.




  “God knows.” He locked both hands behind his head and then met her enquiry. “Selling the Bartrop Collection, for instance.”




  She was quiet. Almost as though he had voiced some impropriety. Without haste—his eyes honest—he explained. His friend Bill Landers wasn’t the sort of guy Greg would ask for

  money. But for a chance to earn money—that, yes. She knew what she wanted for the collection. Once he had the figure, he was sure that he could interest his friend.




  “And if I did,” she said slowly. “Would you expect anything from me?”




  “Of course.” The frank grin always paid off—“That’s the whole idea. You get more than you would otherwise and I get a percentage.”




  “From your friend as well!” She waved a hand. “Don’t tell me. I know how these things are done.”




  He acknowledged her shrewdness. “Look, Mrs. Nick. You’re the last person I’d try to fool. But you tell me what difference it could make to you. What matters is that

  you’d be getting more than you would otherwise.”




  She settled her monstrous hat. “Shall we go? I feel as though breathing costs money in this place.”




  At the door to the house in Green Street, she gave him her hand. “Find out if this man is interested first. Then we’ll talk about prices.”




  Greg’s nine years in Europe had been packed with larceny for the most part abetted by the sad-faced Sloane, an artist in appropriation. Between them there was the strong tie of men who

  repeatedly risk their liberty together.




  Sloane was cast ideally as the crusading dealer. From the time he made his first appearance, the production gathered speed. He called at the house in Green Street and left Mrs. Nicholson with a

  feeling of canny approval for him. The money she was asking for the Bartrop Collection was the price for which the coins were insured. Greg gave it a week then relayed the news from the supposed

  dealer. He was offering a thousand pounds less. Mrs. Nicholson accepted. Nothing happened that demanded references. From Paris, Sloane sent a letter. He would be in London the following week, pay

  his cheque into the Canadian woman’s bank and arrange for the shipment of the collection.




  “They’re already sold,” Greg told Mrs. Nicholson. “I saw him filling out the forms for the export licence. Some American, they’re going to.”




  It was Saturday with Mrs. Nicholson out of town for the week-end. Monday was the day when Sloane was supposed to arrive from Paris. In fact, he had been back in England for a week. It was late

  on Friday afternoon when Greg reached the office of the Dodds brothers, Dealers in Rare Coins. The Bartrop Collection was for sale, he informed them. He acted as Mrs. Nicholson’s agent. He

  produced the letter of authority he had induced her to give him.




  The price asked was thirty thousand pounds, the original Dodds offer. The brothers had a natural curiosity about Greg’s part in the sale. In spite of the courtesy with which they

  negotiated, their inquisitiveness was apparent.




  Greg was unknown as a dealer, obviously ignorant of the aesthetic values of the collection he was selling. He was frank. Mrs. Nicholson was a woman with a fixed mistrust of the commercial world.

  Her suspicion was so dogmatic that she found even interviews with them unpleasant. Greg explained that he appeared as a friend in a sale that was inevitable. The small percentage he would make was

  with Mrs. Nicholson’s approval.




  The brothers accepted the explanation. Mr. Ernest—the elder bowed slightly—would arrange for collection. Mrs. Nicholson would make her wishes known about the manner of payment.




  Greg shook his head. Had it been as simple as that, the whole thing could have been settled by phone. Smiling apology for the vagaries of a foolish woman, he said that the brothers would be

  unwelcome at Green Street. On Monday morning, he would deliver the Bartrop Collection at the Dodds’ office. Wearing their dignity like a badge, the brothers bowed agreement.




  Greg buttoned his coat. One last thing. The purchase price must be paid in cash. Trying to ignore the sudden silence, he busied himself with hat and gloves.




  Mr. Ernest cleared his throat. “It’s by no means usual . . .”




  “Entirely contrary to the firm’s policy,” his brother supported.




  Greg moved a hand. “No doubt. Personally, I think Mrs. Nicholson’s crazy. But . . .” His grin showed indifference to large amounts of cash money. His hand on the door, a

  readiness to take the business elsewhere, if necessary.




  The younger brother spoke. “An open cheque, possibly. For our books, you’ll understand, Mr. Gregory.”




  Greg turned the door handle. “You’ve met Mrs. Nicholson. I’m sorry, gentlemen.”




  Through the window, a barge on the river below was being unloaded. He kept his eyes on the boom of the crane as it swung out then dipped.




  “At what time may we expect you on Monday?” said Mr. Ernest quietly.




  “Eleven. Good-morning, gentlemen.”




  Already, the streets were packed with homebound crowds, their work finished until Monday. Tomorrow was Saturday and according to the rules of the game, there was nothing that could go sour. Over

  the years, Greg had kept in circulation by putting himself in the other man’s place. He reduced the Dodds brothers’ concern to two considerations. Whether they were buying genuine

  articles—whether the seller had the right to sell. Both objections he had met. There had been disinclination over paying cash. But such deals were customary—that much he knew.

  Mrs. Nicholson was away till Monday. Nobody at Dodds could communicate with her till then. And for Monday, he had plans.




  Mrs. Nicholson was at Tonbridge. The aged maid at Green Street gave him the number readily enough. No, she said, there had been no other calls for her mistress. Late on Saturday night, Greg rang

  the Canadian woman. There was the smallest hitch. His friend had phoned from Paris. Her signature was necessary on some papers connected with the export licence. If she could meet the

  dealer’s plane at London Airport, she could fill in the forms and collect her cheque at the same time. He explained that his friend was taking the next plane to Rome.




  She was not enthusiastic. Patiently, he explained that this was something nobody could do but herself. No export licence, no sale. The observation impressed her. She agreed to meet the dealer in

  the main hall at London Airport between eleven and eleven-thirty.




  He replaced the receiver. His mouth was dry. One more hurdle, the toughest of all. He slept lightly and was up at seven on Monday. After breakfast, he drove up to London. At ten, he went to a

  phone booth a hundred yards from Green Street. His first call was to Tonbridge. Mrs. Nicholson had left by road for the airport. The next call was to her house. The maid answered. Mrs. Nicholson

  was ill, he told the woman. She was to take the ten forty-five from Charing Cross Station to Tonbridge. Certain articles of her mistress’s clothing were to be packed and brought. Nervously,

  the old woman repeated his instructions. He drove directly to Green Street and parked where he had full view of the Nicholson house. In twenty minutes, the maid left in a cab. She carried a

  suitcase.




  Ten-fifteen. There was nobody on the street but a milkman. For two weeks, Greg had been carrying a spare key to the house, lifted from a drawer in the hall. He left the car and crossed the

  street.




  Inside, the house was hushed. As he went up the stairs, a clock behind him chimed. In Mrs. Nicholson’s bedroom, drawers in a tallboy had been left open by the hurrying maid. Methodically,

  he looked for a key to the safe. There would be one somewhere in the house. Twice, Mrs. Nicholson had come from her room with the key in her hand. It was rare that a spare key was not kept for use

  in emergency.




  The pile of stockings and underwear grew on the carpet beside him. He was committed now. If the venture went sour on him, he was in trouble. None the less, if he was unable to find the key, the

  phone calls, the bogus dealer—there was no way he might explain any of it. This was no sly swindle to be forgotten if unproductive. Greg accepted it as an exchange. Twenty-eight thousand

  pounds against his liberty. With an insignificant police record, he rated his chances as no worse than a five year sentence. Three years and four months, he’d serve. Nearly ten thousand

  pounds for every year. He’d waited a long time for a chance this good.




  Downstairs in the kitchen the refrigerator clicked loudly. He ran to the open door and listened. A buzzer sounded sharply. Someone was at the front door. On tiptoe, he crossed to the window. It

  was the milkman. Still, behind the curtain, Greg waited as the man deposited a bottle of milk then walked away. Once, he glanced back as if puzzled.




  Working faster, Greg rummaged through drawers and closets till he found a small black jewel box. Inside was a strange assortment of beads, brooches with elephant hair, a cheap engagement ring

  and some worthless cameos. In the bottom section of the box was a thin bright key with an intricate business end. It bore a superfluous label—“Safe”.




  Like a hurdler, he went up the stairs. The small museum was open. At the back of the safe was the switch that controlled the burglar alarm. The button was down. For a second he was irresolute.

  Occasionally, alarm switches were fitted upside down. An extra precaution. A thief lacking the knowledge whether the alarm was already set ran further hazard. It was too late to worry about that.

  His hunch was that Mrs. Nicholson, away for the week-end, would leave the alarm switched through to Savile Row Police Station.




  He flipped the button up and took the safe key. One full turn to the right then a half turn. There was the dead feel of an open lock. Turning the brass handle, he pulled the safe door. The coins

  gleamed bright in their velvet bed. He’d brought a canvas hold-all from the bedroom. He started to pack the trays of coins. Against his will, he was wasting time. Running to the window that

  overlooked the street. Nothing outside had changed. Twenty yards up, the milkman was going about his business unconcerned.




  The collection he delivered to Dodds had to be complete. The showcases holding some of the coins were locked. He broke the flimsy fastenings. As he bent over the glass, he saw his reflection. He

  was still wearing his hat. Blood oozed from an unfelt cut on his thumb. The usual precaution of wearing gloves had been useless. From Canada House to Green Street, his true identity had been

  established as positively as any fingerprints could do it.




  Again the hall clock chimed. Ten forty-five. He went down the stairs, staggering under the weight of the gold. Using the phone in the drawing room, he called Dodds. Mr. Ernest answered. The

  brothers were waiting. The dealer’s voice sounded unstrained, without suspicion.




  Greg left the canvas bag in the hall and brought the car to the door. He drove carefully. He had maybe an hour before all hell broke loose. At the office near the Adelphi, two boys were waiting

  to help with the bag. He wore his gloves now to hide the blood-soaked handkerchief on his thumb. He followed the bag into the brothers’ office.




  There was a chair in front of a felt-covered table. With an effort, he took the glass of sherry the younger brother proffered. The three men were alone in the office.




  Almost reverently, the dealers lifted the trays from the bag. Greg let the heavy wine roll in his mouth, controlling the shake in his hand.




  Mr. Ernest’s voice was flat and accusing. “What made you do this, Mr. Gregory?”




  Slowly, Greg turned. The dealer was holding the bag with the coins that had been loose in the cases. Greg made no reply.




  Shaking his head, Mr. Ernest took each coin from the bag, laying it on the felt table top with delicacy. “Completely irresponsible. Surely you realize the damage this sort of handing

  does. A scratch—the slightest blemish—and the value of a coin is dissipated.” He grumbled as though at a child. “No apparent damage, thank goodness.”




  It was almost eleven-thirty. A secretary was taking the particulars that Mr. Ernest dictated. The younger brother checked each coin against the list with terrifying slowness. It was five to

  twelve before the catalogue of coins was complete. Greg refused the second sherry. He had to meet Mrs. Nicholson immediately, he said.




  The package the girl brought in was about twelve inches in height, eighteen across. Mr. Ernest broke the seal on the banded brown paper to expose six thousand five-pound notes. Black and white

  symbols of success. Sight of them eased Greg’s nervousness. There were sixty packets, each containing a hundred notes. Apparently, Mr. Ernest was ready to count each one.




  The thumb was paining him now. Thought of what was going on at the airport persisted. Time. He still needed time. He had no illusions as to what Mrs. Nicholson would do as soon as she realized

  the implications of the scheme.




  He addressed Mr. Ernest. “I suppose this comes from the bank?” He pointed at the stacked money.




  The dealer bowed slightly.




  “Then let’s consider it counted.” The bow was repeated.




  The canvas bag was to carry the notes. Greg signed two receipts and left the office. Somehow, he resisted the urge to run. Backing the car, ready to drive north, he took a quick glance at the

  office window. Something at the curtain moved. He could not be sure if it were a hand or a face. Slamming into first gear, he sent the car roaring up the narrow street.




  He garaged at the back of Covent Garden market, sitting in the car until the attendant had gone. All but four of the bundles of notes he packed in two large cardboard files. Carrying these, he

  walked east to Kingsway where he took a cab. Three times, he changed vehicle, doubling his tracks. By one o’clock, his job was done. They could arrest him as soon as they liked. The money was

  safe.




  He walked quickly along Oxford Street, treading the gutter to make better time. A block north, he rang a doorbell. Sloane opened the door, his dark face creased in welcome. Inside the flat, the

  big man gave Greg the half-caress, half-shove, that acknowledged victory.




  “No trouble?”




  Greg eased his back into the chair and closed his eyes. A red stain had spread on the yellow of his glove. “No trouble.” He went into his pocket and threw the two packets of notes

  on the table. “There’s two grand there. It’s certain the bank will have the numbers. You’re on your own with it now, Sloane.”




  The other man nodded. “I’ve made arrangements in Paris. Brulfert’s ready to pay three thousand five hundred francs for a fiver.” He looked at Greg curiously. “Where are you going now?”




  “Home,” said Greg. “If I get there.”




  Sloane moved round the room, drawing curtains as if he could shut out impending disaster. “Have you had any food?” Greg shook his head. “Then you’d better eat

  first,” said Sloane.




  He was tired and his thumb ached. Maybe a piece of the splintered glass remained. “Sloane!” he said suddenly.




  The dark man turned, filling the doorway with his bulk. His face was incurious, almost expressionless. From the chair, Greg watched him.




  “The law’s going to pick me up before I get home.” Greg’s voice was flat. “They’ll take me to Savile Row. Stay away from the court but see that

  there’s a lawyer there.”




  Sloane moved a hand. “What about the money. Your end of it, Greg?” His voice was concerned. “I’m clean enough. I can be in Paris and back by tomorrow.

  Brulfert’ll take the lot for the same price.”




  Greg closed his eyes again. “By the time I get out, those notes and the numbers will be history. They’re going to pay me a hundred cents on the dollar.” He stripped the glove

  from his left hand. Under the blood-soaked handkerchief, the flesh was ripped from first to second knuckle.




  Sloane fetched warm water, cotton and tape. As Greg dressed his wound, the big man fixed ham and eggs. When Greg had eaten, his friend took the tray.




  “You’re sure you don’t want me to do anything with Brulfert?”
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