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      Andrew Garve

    


    Andrew Garve is the pen name of Paul Winterton (1908–2001). He was born in Leicester and educated at the Hulme Grammar School, Manchester and Purley County School, Surrey, after which he took a degree in Economics at London University. He was on the staff of The Economist for four years, and then worked for fourteen years for the London News Chronicle as reporter, leader writer and foreign correspondent. He was assigned to Moscow from 1942/ 5, where he was also the correspondent of the BBC’s Overseas Service.


    After the war he turned to full-time writing of detective and adventure novels and produced more than forty-five books. His work was serialized, televised, broadcast, filmed and translated into some twenty languages. He is noted for his varied and unusual backgrounds – which have included Russia, newspaper offices, the West Indies, ocean sailing, the Australian outback, politics, mountaineering and forestry – and for never repeating a plot.


    Andrew Garve was a founder member and first joint secretary of the Crime Writers’ Association.


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    The clock in the tower was just striking six as Robert Ashe swept into the forecourt of the prison and pulled up with a jerk before the castellated gatehouse. He was a large, brown-faced, cheerful-looking man, approaching forty, with bright periwinkle eyes and a great Roman beak of a nose. He knocked out his pipe, tossed his hat into the back of the car with a slightly extravagant gesture, strode purposefully across to the prison entrance, and pressed the bell.


    There was the sound of a distant footfall and, after a moment, of rattling keys. Then the small wicket gate opened, and the gatekeeper looked out. “Ah—Mr. Ashe,” he said. “’ Evening.” He glanced up at the clear May sky. “A nice one, too, by the looks of it.”


    “Better out than in, eh, Thomas?” Ashe said with a grin, as the wicket gate clanged behind him. He took the shining key the officer gave him and secured the chain to his clothing. Then he was passed through the iron grille that formed the opposite end of the gatehouse, and was in the prison proper.


    He went first to the Visitors’ Room to collect his book. He no longer needed to refer to it for the names and cell locations, the offences and sentences of the six prisoners on his visiting list, but he wanted to see if anything had been done about a suggestion he’d made the previous week that someone should call on Fogarty’s wife and try to clear up a domestic complication. He turned up the entry and saw that the governor had written beside it, “Noted. Will be arranged.” Satisfied, he recrossed the prison yard and rang for admission to the hall where all six of his men had their cells. Again he received a friendly greeting from the officer who let him in. The prison warders liked Ashe—perhaps because he so clearly had a good opinion of them. Their job, he’d come to realise, demanded an exceptional combination of virtues—courage, tact, a sense of humour, unwearying patience, and restraint. The last two qualities seemed to Ashe particularly admirable because by nature he didn’t have them.


    From the ground the hall looked rather like the hold of some great ship, with the sky visible only through lights from the deck far above. On each side rose tier upon tier of iron doors, each separated from the next by a few feet of painted brickwork. The upper stories were approached by steel and concrete landings which overhung the central passageway and ran its entire length. Between the landings there were steel ladders which ascended from the centre of the hall and zig-zagged up into the roof.


    Ashe had been visiting the prison now for nearly two years, but he was still affected by the place each time he saw it—by its feeling of inexorable strength and hardness, its uncanny quiet, its scrubbed, antiseptic smell; by the worn treads and handrails of the ladders, polished by countless generations of prisoners, and the great wire net spread at first-floor level to deter any would-be suicides. Sentiment, he knew, was out of place in the job he’d undertaken, but it was impossible not to feel compassion for men caged like beasts. Especially when, as in Ashe’s case, life outside seemed so exhilarating, so full of zest and interest. Some people said that prison to-day wasn’t a sufficient deterrent to crime. All he knew was that it would have deterred him!


    He began to mount one of the ladders, fingering his key. At first it had seemed strange and incongruous to him that he should be allowed to move around in the hall, unaccompanied and unwatched, with a key at his waist that would unlock any cell. Indeed, he had found himself toying fancifully with the notion that if he had a mind to he could let everyone out—and he’d imagined, not without pleasure, the headlines in the newspapers afterwards—PRISON VISITOR FREES THREE HUNDRED. SAYS “DID IT ON IMPULSE!” Today, however, he had no such off-beat thoughts—his mind was firmly on his job. He climbed quickly to the top gallery and went straight to D.5.24, the cell of Terry Booth, the youngest and most promising of the prisoners on his list. Usually he took the six cells in order as they came, even though he often spent more time with Terry than with the others—but to-day his first concern was with the young man, who was almost due for discharge. He reached the cell, unlocked the door, fixed it behind him so that it couldn’t slam shut but still gave privacy, and went in.


    The cell was long, high, and narrow. Its walls were of limewashed brick above a coloured dado. The floor was of stone. Opposite the door was a window, of small panes fixed in a steel sash, with a sliding panel to let the air in. There was a plank bed and coir mattress, a table and chair, a washstand, and a couple of shelves. Terry was sprawled on the bed in trousers and singlet, reading an illustrated paper. It was a sign of the special interest the authorities had in him that, in this chronically overcrowded jail, he had been given a cell to himself. There was to be no risk of last-minute contamination.


    He got up as the door opened. He was a powerfully built youth of twenty-three with a pear-shaped head, thick, curly hair springing from a widow’s peak, and an obstinate mouth and chin. His eyes had a look of wary intelligence. He would have been reasonably prepossessing if his face had been less battered. His nose had taken heavy punishment at some time, and there was a scar along his right cheekbone where someone had slashed him in a street fight.


    At the sight of his visitor his features relaxed in a welcoming grin, which much improved him. “Hullo, Mr. Ashe,” he said.


    Ashe said “Hi!” and gave him a brief, friendly handclasp. After more than forty weekly visits, representing some twenty solid hours of increasingly uninhibited talk about almost everything under the sun, his relationship with Terry had no trace of formality or self-consciousness or awkwardness—no false notes. It wouldn’t, in any case, have been in Ashe’s nature to be patronising or condescending. He had many faults, but those weren’t among them. He had no self-importance, no side, no snobbery, almost no class sense, no use for cant or sham. What he had was a struggling honesty, and a secret awareness of inadequacies in himself that was half-way to understanding the failures of others. It was that—more than anything, perhaps—that had made him such an acceptable prison visitor. With Terry, in particular, he could chat almost as easily in the cell as though they were meeting for a pint in a pub.


    He sat down on the edge of the table, his favourite perch. Terry sat on the bed. Usually at this point they’d have started to exchange their bits of news—Ashe talking about his job, perhaps, or the antics of his young family, Terry recounting some prison incident, something about the work he’d been doing during the week. There’d have been talk about motor racing and Grand Prix drivers—one of Terry’s enthusiasms, but a subject that Ashe had had to mug up like algebra. There’d have been argument and raised voices and banter and undoubtedly—when Ashe got warmed up—laughter. Argument and laughter went with him everywhere—loud, robust laughter, as often as not at himself. To start with, as a greenhorn visitor, he’d wondered about those hoots of mirth, rolling out of the cell into the echoing hall. But he’d been encouraged by authority, not reproached. A bit of frivolity was fine, if it helped to lift the prisoner out of himself. Cheerful visitors were a blessing.…


    To-day, though, there was nothing of that. Time was short, and Ashe got straight down to business. The business of getting Terry back into society as a useful citizen.


    “I had a phone call from the Discharged Prisoners’ Aid Society this morning,” he said. “It seems there’s a man named Winter with a garage in Sussex who’s got a place for a young fitter—and he’s offered to take an ex-prisoner. Sounds right up your street.”


    Terry nodded. “I’ll say.…”


    “I’ve arranged to see him to-morrow—his place is only about seven miles from where I live. But I thought I’d better sound you out before I talked to him. About whether you’d like it.”


    “’Course I’d like to work in a garage,” Terry said. He had the cockney glottal stop—but only slightly.


    “I know that—but this would be a country job. The garage is on a main road, but there aren’t any towns near it. It’s in deep country—even the villages are tiny.… And you’d be living in the country. Fields instead of pavements, not much to do after work, forty minutes on a bus to the pictures, everything very quiet. Not at all what you’ve been used to—and my wife says you’d be lonely. Do you think you could stand it?”


    “I reckon I could stand anything after this lousy dump,” Terry said. “Any rate, I wouldn’t ’ave to stay, would I?—not if I didn’t like it.… So what’s the bloomin’ worry?”


    Ashe shook his head. “You’d have to make up your mind to stick it for a bit, Terry. That’s why I want you to be sure. It wouldn’t do you any good to start chopping and changing jobs right at the beginning.… So just think about it for a minute.”


    Terry appeared to think. “Okay,” he said, with a faint shrug. “I guess I’d stick it.”


    “I’d be around, of course,” Ashe said. “We’d be able to meet. It would be convenient from that point of view. You’d be able to come and see the family if you felt like it. And I’m sure you’d soon get to know people—country folk aren’t nearly as standoffish as they used to be.… The thing is, you can’t really afford to be too choosy at this stage.”


    “I’m not choosy,” Terry said. “Who’s saying anything? A job’s a job, ain’t it? I’d take it like a shot.”


    Ashe looked relieved.


    “All right, then,” he said, “I’ll see what I can do to-morrow with Mr. Winter.”


    “Does he know what I been in for?”


    “No.… As far as I know, your name hasn’t been mentioned yet.”


    “When he does, I reckon he’ll turn me down.”


    “He might,” Ashe said. “It certainly wouldn’t do to bank on it. But I hope he won’t.”


    Terry sat silent for a moment. Then he said, “I can tell you one thing, Mr. Ashe—if I do get the job, like, I won’t let you down. You can count on that.”


    “I should bloody well think so,” Ashe said cheerfully. “What’s more,” he added with a grin, “I shall expect my car to be kept in tip-top order.”


    “Sure,” Terry said, “we’ll have it at Silverstone in no time.… What did you say it was?”


    “A Ford Consul—1955.”


    “Cor!—you’ve got a perishin’ hope.”


    For a few minutes they talked about cars. Then Ashe looked at his watch and got up. “Well, I think I’d better be pushing along—we’ll have plenty of time for nattering when you’re out.… I’ll see you get word about the job, one way or the other.”


    “Thanks, Mr. Ashe.… I hope it’s okay.”


    “And I’ll be looking in next week as usual—the last visit, eh? So long, Terry. Keep your chin up.”


    “You bet.”


    Ashe let himself out, locking the cell door behind him. On the landing he paused for a moment. Fogarty next, perhaps, to relieve the old fellow’s mind about his wife—and then Mason, the most recent addition. Now what was the name of Mason’s daughter? Oh, yes—Deirdre. And she was just getting over chicken-pox.… Ashe smiled to himself. It had taken prison visiting to teach him not to do all the talking, to be a good listener as well. A useful discipline, no doubt. But chicken-pox—what a topic! Oh, well.… He walked briskly to the ladder and descended to the next gallery.


    Ashe was a veterinary surgeon by profession and practised from his home on the outskirts of Springfield village near the Kent-Sussex border. The house was late Victorian and ugly, but suitable for the job, having plenty of space for Ashe’s surgery and waiting-room and study, as well as for the family, and some outbuildings for the temporary accommodation of ailing pets. A couple of acres of scrubby, neglected meadow at the back provided a useful exercise ground. The practice produced an adequate living, but no more, and the house reflected this. There was comfort, but no luxury. Ashe had no assistant, and his wife, Nancy, no resident maid. A woman came in from the village to clean each morning, but Nancy did the cooking and looked after their two daughters—Margaret, aged eight, and Jane, who was nearly five. As she also kept the accounts of the practice and sent out the bills, Ashe being a slapdash hand with figures, she was usually pretty busy.


    There were no messages on the hall table when Ashe got in that evening and he went straight into the sitting-room, where a modest cold supper was laid out and Nancy was snatching a few minutes with the paper. A Siamese kitten dozed peacefully on the arm of a chair. Ashe tickled its ear with a pipe-cleaner as he passed and at once it threw out a paw and scratched him. “Ingrate!” he said. “How I hate animals!” Nancy smiled, and he went and kissed her for no particular reason.


    Nancy Ashe was seven years younger than her husband and a contrast to him in almost every way. She had none of his flamboyance or extravagance of manner. In appearance she was slim and dark, with a small, piquant face. Where he was temperamental and erratic, she was calm and reliable. Where he was ebullient, impetuous, and often over-sanguine, she was controlled, cautious, and full of common sense, thus providing a much-needed stabilising influence in the family. She had learned to counter her husband’s tendency to wild exaggeration with a teasing, fond scepticism, and when he was unreasonable—as he frequently was—she would let his moods break over her like waves on a rock and pass on without damage. She argued with him, when she had to, without heat, and held her own without apparent effort. She knew him well—probably better than he knew her. She thought him quite impossible, she admired him for many things, and she was completely devoted to him. As for Ashe, he leaned heavily on her all the time.


    About his voluntary prison visiting, Nancy had rather mixed feelings. She was glad for his sake that he’d found an absorbing interest in addition to his work. As he’d said when he’d taken it up, a man couldn’t really be expected to make animals the whole of his life. She wished she could have shared his experiences more completely, but by the nature of things she could rarely meet the prisoners herself. At the same time, they were constantly being brought vividly to life for her by Ashe’s racy accounts of his visits, so that up to a point she felt that she knew them too. She had serious reservations only about Terry Booth. He was the one prisoner so far whom Ashe had shown a deep personal interest in. Recently the word “Terry” had been heard a great deal about the house and Nancy was aware of a slight if unreasonable jealousy.


    “Well,” she asked, as he dropped into a chair, “how did it go?”


    Ashe gave a big, eloquent sniff. “That new chap Mason’s going to be a pain in the neck,” he said. “He was in his despairing mood to-night—couldn’t see any use in making an effort.… Sat on his bed, sobbing like a kid—said he’d ruined his family and himself and that his life was over.… Can I have some beer?”


    Nancy poured him a glass. “All quite true, up to a point, I would have thought.… What did you do?”


    “Oh, I trotted out all the old clichés—while there’s life there’s hope—fellow who falls and picks himself up is worth more than one who’s never tempted.… Tried to stiffen him up a bit—appealed to his dignity and manhood.… So help me, I even quoted a couple of lines of Kipling’s ‘If’!” Ashe gave a sudden hoot of laughter at the recollection. “I felt pretty daft doing it, I can tell you—I’m glad no one was listening.… Anyway, he calmed down in the end.… I don’t know …” Ashe took off his thick-rimmed glasses and rubbed his eyes, massaging the tiredness away.


    “Well, darling, if he calmed down you must have said just the right things.”


    “I suppose so—he said I’d done him good.… Trevor’s being troublesome, too. He told me he’d had a divine revelation during the night—said he’d been converted. Kept walking up and down with his bible, quoting bits at me.…” Forgetting his tiredness, Ashe got up too, to illustrate. “He’s a fat, unctuous old devil.… ‘I’ve seen the light, Mr. Ashe, I’m a changed man.’ ” Ashe’s mimicry was perfect, his mobile, actor’s face the very image of an unctuous old devil.


    Nancy smiled. “What did you say?”


    “I said, ‘Well, you’d better see the chaplain about it, Bunyan, because I don’t believe a word of it.…’ Now there’s a real rogue for you.…”


    “Did you say ‘Bunyan’?”


    Ashe grinned. “Well, I would have done—I only just thought of it.…”


    “And what about Terry?”


    “Terry?” Ashe’s tone became offhand. “Oh, he’ll take the job if it’s offered to him—he says he’s not a bit worried about the quiet life.… I think it would be a good thing—at least it would keep him away from his old London pals.… He’ll have much less chance of getting into trouble again in the country.”


    “I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” Nancy said. She looked thoughtful. “I’ll certainly be interested to meet him, though—having heard so much about him.… Let’s hope the garage man doesn’t get cold feet, that’s all.”


    “He won’t,” Ashe said confidently. “I’ll shower him with thanks from the start and then he won’t have the nerve to draw back. You’ll see—I’ll talk him into it.”


    He caught the look in Nancy’s eye—the look she always gave him when he started to boast. “Well anyway,” he said a bit sheepishly, “I’ll have a damn’ good bash.”


    The appointment with the garage owner had been made for eleven o’clock to allow time for Ashe to get through his surgery, which was held daily from nine till ten. Always an early riser, he was up particularly early next morning, eager for the day. Before the family had stirred he had removed a splint from a Scottie’s leg, neutered a kitten, and fed and tended all the miscellaneous beasts and birds that had been left in his care.


    By and large, Ashe enjoyed his work. He was a good vet—an excellent diagnostician and a skilful surgeon—and whatever he might say to the contrary he liked animals. He was proud of his modern surgery, with its up-to-date equipment on which he’d spent much more capital than he could afford, and proud of the diploma that hung on the wall there. It was very revealing that Ashe—a most untidy and careless man in the house, spilling his tobacco all over the place, leaving his clothes on chairs or on the floor, never knowing where anything was—always kept his surgery spotlessly clean and in apple-pie order.


    The trouble with the job, as Ashe saw it, was not the animals but the people. The farmers were all right, of course—the bread-and-butter side of the job. They were down-to-earth chaps with livings to earn, and when they asked for help they really needed it. But the pet owners, who in this wealthy district could provide or withhold the jam, were another matter entirely. Ashe didn’t mind the genuine eccentrics, for whom he had a fellow-feeling—like Mrs. Creedy, an elderly breeder of bull terriers, who had smoked a pipe for forty years and with whom he could discuss tobacco brands on equal terms. He had nothing but sympathy for people in real distress and would go to any lengths—even absurd lengths—to help them. Once, when a tearful small girl had arrived on the doorstep with a moribund goldfish in a bowl, he had driven straight into Laybridge and bought another of the same size and shade and substituted it and told her it would be all right now! What irritated him were fussy, foolish women with time on their hands who expected him to take a serious interest in their trivial, manufactured anxieties just because they could afford to pay. He also disliked, in his prejudiced way, animal lovers who hunted—there were lots of those around Springfield—and people who left three or four dogs locked up in a car while they went shopping, and people who lavished affection on pets but seemed to hate humans. He had his little list—his mental list—and with these people he was apt to be brusque. The result, naturally, was that his clientele failed to grow as it might have done. Nancy often urged him to use a little more tact and diplomacy, but he couldn’t bring himself to—not for long, anyway. He knew the technique, of course. He had it at his fingertips, if he’d cared to use it. For short periods, after Nancy had talked seriously to him, she’d hear him on the job, tongue in cheek, overdoing it, winking at her—ringing up some wealthy client with the latest situation report, in what he called his cageside manner. “Ah, good morning, Lady Blanke, how are you? Lovely day, isn’t it? I’ve got very encouraging news about your budgie, I’m glad to say. He took a good look at himself in his mirror this morning—and he rang his bell twice. I think we’re about over the hump.…” But it never lasted. “Silly old hag!” he’d explode, slamming down the receiver. “It’d serve her right if her blasted bird dropped dead!” And the next client would find him short-tempered, unfeeling.…


    To-day, however, his mood was excellent. The surgery proved to be a light one, the three callers all pleasant people whom he liked. Two dogs and a cat needed specific treatment for real ailments.… He made up ointment, wrapped up phials, shook hands warmly. “Such a nice man—Mr. Ashe!” By ten he was out of his smock, washed and changed, and on his way in good heart to get Terry a job.


    In the course of his rounds, Ashe had often passed what he now knew to be Winter’s garage, though he’d never had occasion to call there before. It was a flourishing-looking place at a junction of roads called Scripps Cross, near the village of Shedley. It had an impressive line of petrol pumps in a wide forecourt, with a glass-sided kiosk where the girl attendant sat when she wasn’t serving; a show window with a couple of new models in it; a row of quite presentable second-hand cars standing outside with their prices limewashed on the windscreens; and—judging by the signs of activity inside—a busy repair department.


    As Ashe drew up away from the pumps, a man came out of the garage and approached him. “Mr. Ashe?” he said, in a pleasant voice. “How do you do?—I’m Laurence Winter.” He was a big man of about Ashe’s own age, with a chubby, amiable face. “Let’s go into the office, shall we?—it’s comparatively quiet there.” He took Ashe through into a smart, well-furnished room and drew up a chair for him. “I hope you haven’t been brought too much out of your way.…”


    “Not at all,” Ashe said.


    “By country standards I suppose we could almost call ourselves neighbours.… Cigarette?” Winter produced a box and gave Ashe a light. “Well, now …”


    Ashe was making a rapid mental readjustment. He’d expected, though he scarcely knew why, a less sophisticated, more working type of garage owner—a simpler man, who might respond quickly to a breezy appeal. With Winter, the approach would have to be on a rather different level. Ashe’s manner became serious and responsible, his speech precise, like Winter’s, not slangy as it usually was. He could be quite a chameleon when it suited him.


    “I should tell you at once,” he said, “that we’re immensely grateful to you for your offer of help. It was most kind of you to think of it.”


    “Oh, I’m afraid I can’t take any credit for the idea,” Winter said. “I happened to see a programme on television—one of those documentaries they do so well—about the plight of ex-prisoners trying to make a fresh start, and how employers could help. I’d never really thought about it before.… It was rather moving, and it left me with the feeling I ought to do something. I employ quite a number of people—I run a small farm as well as this place—and my wife thought it was a good idea. So I got in touch with the aid society that was mentioned in the programme, and they did the rest.… Well, now tell me about this young fellow you have in mind.”


    “His name’s Terry Booth,” Ashe said. “He’s a single man, aged twenty-four next month. He’s keen on everything mechanical, and he’s been trained as a fitter in prison. I’m told he’s a pretty good one.”


    “What has he been in prison for?”


    “When he was just twenty-one,” Ashe said, “he tried to break into a warehouse in London with two other youths. A man who was passing in a car saw them and stopped. Booth dragged him out of his seat and hit him with an iron bar and the three of them drove off in the car. They were chased and caught. The man recovered—though it was a near thing. Booth got three years.”


    Winter’s jaw dropped. “H’m—I don’t like the sound of that.… It’s true I told the society I wouldn’t mind a fairly tough youngster, but I didn’t mean a thug.… Has he been in any other trouble?”


    “He hasn’t any record,” Ashe said. “Officially, this was his first offence. I think he may well have stolen before, but if so he wasn’t caught.…” Ashe leaned forward earnestly. “I know he doesn’t sound much of a proposition, Mr. Winter, but there’s his background to consider. This boy never had a chance.…”


    “Isn’t that what they say of most of them these days?”


    “In Terry’s case I think it’s absolutely true.… Look, can I tell you something of his history?”


    “By all means,” Winter said.


    “Well, his father was a respectable artisan—but a weak man. His mother was a no-good slut, who cleared off with someone else when Terry was three and hasn’t been heard of since. His father divorced her and re-married. The stepmother was viciously cruel to Terry, especially after she had children of her own. She was constantly picking on him—he wore out his shoes too fast, he shut the door too hard—she was always nagging at him. She made it clear she didn’t want him. It was always ‘Go away,’ ‘Get out of my sight.’ Often she threatened him. She’d say things like, ‘If you do that again, you little brat, I’ll kill you.’ Once she talked about cutting out part of his brain to make him behave better—that was when he was nine. His father believed the lies the stepmother told about him, and beat him. Terry never had a scrap of affection from anyone—no kindness, no warm human relationship anywhere. It was emotional death—and it went on. When his father died he was farmed out to various people who didn’t care about him either. The result was, he just came to hate everyone——”
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