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  Prologue


  June 1953


  Towards the end of May 1953, Mr Cecil Condor Wallis made the decision to watch the Coronation on a newly purchased television set rather than give in to his children’s wishes to join the hundreds of thousands lining the streets less than a mile from his South Kensington home. It was an odd decision for a man who had, on a number of occasions, expressed his loathing for the new medium—and one that probably cost him his life.


  There were, of course, other factors, aside from the decision to purchase the television set, that contributed to Mr Wallis’s death.


  On the day in question—that disappointingly wet Tuesday on the second day of June—the Wallises, their two young children and a number of close family and friends gathered in the Wallises’ home at number 83 Athelstan Gardens to watch the broadcast. A party had been organised. Not just tea and lemonade, but champagne! Ordered from Harrods and delivered the day before by a liveried man in a large green and gold van. The silver had been polished. A Scottish smoked salmon, plump Spanish olives and tiny wafers of French toast had been laid out on silver trays in the kitchen downstairs. A pale-pink crab soufflé steamed gently in the oven. (How all this had been achieved on the extra ration of one pound of sugar and four ounces of margarine provided by the Government over the Coronation month remained a mystery.) And a television set had been purchased for the occasion from Peter Jones of Sloane Square and set up in the upstairs drawing room.


  On that day Mr Wallis wore a navy blazer, beige flannel trousers, a white linen shirt, a cricket club tie, navy socks (wool) and black loafers (leather, Italian). He had eaten two kippers and some buttered toast for his breakfast and at some point during the morning he drank one cup of tea and one of coffee, both with milk but not sugar—so noted the coroner’s report the following week.


  How long Mr Wallis took to consider his wardrobe that morning (should he wear the cricket club tie rather than the rowing club?) or his breakfast half an hour later (ought he to risk that second kipper? Should he butter his toast but perhaps not spread marmalade on it?) was undoubtedly less time than the coroner took to record all these facts and to present them, first at the inquest and later at the trial. And it was certainly less time than the prosecuting counsel and the jury took to mull, at length, over each and every item.


  On the morning of her Coronation, Queen Elizabeth, travelling in her Gold State Coach drawn by eight handsome Windsor Greys and surrounded by sundry gloriously liveried and uniformed escorts, left Westminster Abbey after her crowning and returned along Whitehall and The Mall, arriving in triumph at Buckingham Palace at a little before one o’clock in the afternoon. At a few minutes past one, according to those present, Mr Wallis left his drawing room to ask the housekeeper, Mrs Thompson, to bring another bottle of champagne up from the kitchen. He re-entered the room at 1.20 pm, having not (according to Mrs Thompson) spoken to her. He returned to his seat and picked up a glass of champagne at the exact moment that his wife, Mrs Harriet Wallis, entered the room and shot her husband six times in the chest, abdomen and left leg with a double action Webley Mk VI revolver. Two bullets, the second and third, entered his heart and he died instantly.


  All of the witnesses later recalled that at the precise moment Mrs Wallis had entered the room, the newly crowned Queen Elizabeth had stepped out onto the balcony of Buckingham Palace with her family. The thousands waiting outside the Palace, their faces pressed against the railings, had burst into a spontaneous rendition of ‘God Save the Queen’. It represented not simply the culmination of a magnificent day, but the beginning of a glorious new era.


  And perhaps it was the breathtakingly unpatriotic timing of Mrs Wallis’s crime that caused the jury to take a mere 45 minutes to find her guilty of murder.


  By the time the new Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh had departed on their tour of the Commonwealth in November, Harriet Wallis had been tried, convicted and hanged and lay in an unmarked grave in West London.


  Which was a pity, for had Mrs Wallis waited just twelve years to murder her husband—capital punishment by then having been abolished—she would merely have received a life sentence; might, indeed, still be alive today, paroled and living quietly under an assumed name in a provincial town. But it was 1953 and on that grey November morning Harriet Wallis became the second-last woman in England to be hanged.


  Chapter One


  September 1952—

  Nine Months Earlier


  The settee was lop-sided—high at one end and low at the other and with an arm only at the high end so that you felt as though you were going to slide off it. It was made of a dark, highly polished wood that gleamed importantly and was upholstered in a rich crimson velvet that resisted any attempt to render it simply a piece of furniture on which to place your bottom.


  Jean Corbett attempted, unsuccessfully, to hover about an inch above the rich crimson velvet. She knew that if she so much as came into contact with it she would mark it—indelibly, and for all time.


  And worse, that she wouldn’t get the job. She swallowed and hoped her thigh muscles were up to it.


  ‘You don’t appear to have any qualifications, Miss Corbett.’


  Jean’s heart sank and the settee sighed contemptuously beneath her.


  Opposite her in a chair of such slender proportions, with such spindly legs and narrow back it hardly seemed designed to hold an actual person, sat her prospective employer. It was a modern chair—a chair that thumbed its nose at wartime utility furniture. A chair whose sole purpose it was to hold someone like Mrs Harriet Wallis.


  For Mrs Wallis, too, seemed bizarrely out of proportion. She sat, one leg crossed over the other, the sheen of her nylons giving her shins a metallic quality, the toe of her black court shoe pointing directly at Jean. Her legs, from knee to foot, seemed impossibly long but instead of appearing deformed, Mrs Wallis appeared to be some higher being, some superior species of female that instantly rendered the remainder of her sex stunted and obscene. Once Jean had accepted the distressing reality of such legs, she took in the suit—smart, elegant, cream-coloured and probably Dior (Jean had no idea if it was Dior; this was the only designer whose name she knew)—she noticed the hands (slender, manicured), the lips (brightly lipsticked) and the hair (fair without being blonde and if it came from a bottle you would never have spotted it) piled high on her head. As for Mrs Wallis’s eyes, they appeared to look straight through her and yet not see her at all.


  Jean clutched her handbag and then released her grip lest Mrs Wallis see how tightly she was holding it. Her palms were damp.


  She needed this job.


  They were seated in a sort of upstairs living room. Around her, Jean had an impression of gaily coloured wallpaper. Of paintings on the wall showing randomly daubed paint. Of hectic patterns on the carpet—narrow, curved lines on a background of burnt orange. It was all Very Modern. Only the lop-sided settee seemed strangely out of place. The settee—and herself. The room was situated on the first floor of a four-storey town house. Jean had never been to a house where the living room was on the first floor before. What was the ground floor for, she wondered? Was there another family that lived downstairs? She knew there wasn’t, of course, but her head swam with the thought of so much space for just four people.


  Mrs Wallis’s eyes rested a moment on Jean’s face, flickered for less than a second the length of her body then returned to her face. Jean felt herself being appraised and one part of her flinched and another part hardened. She sat silent, and very still. It seemed important not to draw attention to herself. Difficult when she was being interviewed for a job.


  Some moments passed. She had not yet answered Mrs Wallis’s question. Perhaps it did not require an answer, for Mrs Wallis had abruptly returned to her silent contemplation of Jean’s credentials.


  Jean pulled her grey knitted jacket more firmly across her chest and tucked her feet further out of sight beneath the settee. (No matter how much you polished an old pair of shoes it was still an old pair of shoes: heavy, ugly, functional—the kind of shoes, in fact, that a nanny might wear.) No doubt she ought to have worn gloves but she had no gloves—or not the sort you wore in a house like this, in a street like this one. She slid her hands beneath her handbag and waited. Besides, for all she knew nannies didn’t wear gloves. She didn’t really know what nannies wore—or, in truth, what they did. It made applying for this position something of a challenge.


  Mrs Wallis continued to study Jean’s papers, holding them at arm’s length, her head held back like a long-sighted person who refused to wear their glasses. Or like someone reading something distasteful and rather beneath her.


  Jean turned her face towards the window and the street outside. Athelstan Gardens was in South Kensington, situated in a confusing maze of streets wedged in between Fulham Road and Old Brompton Road. Except the streets weren’t streets at all—they were gardens and terraces and crescents. In Stepney a street was a street. Here, elegant white-painted four-storey villas lined the west side of the road, each with black painted railings, four steps leading up to a buttercup-yellow front door, a number picked out in polished brass, a perfectly symmetrical orange tree in a little red tub on the front step and, as often as not, a car parked outside. And not just an old black Ford either—on her way here she had counted a Daimler, two Bentleys and three Rolls-Royces, cars scattered casually about like toys in a nursery—well, how she imagined a nursery might like look, had she ever seen one. The east side of the street was bordered by black railings and a newly painted wrought iron gate, securely padlocked, and beyond by a very dense privet hedge tall enough to prevent passers-by from seeing over it—though not tall enough to prevent someone in a first-floor room in a house opposite from seeing what lay beyond. Jean could see a large, leafy private garden with a wide lawn recently mowed, beds of rose bushes and dahlias and four wooden benches, one on each side of the lawn. She had a brief view of a young man in a hat seated on a bench on the far side of the park. The young man stood up agitatedly then at once sat down again.


  A park—but a park that was padlocked and only for people who lived in this street.


  Jean turned away to concentrate on the room and the interview. She had been advised that the agency had vacancies for a nanny—indeed, it had turned out that the agency had eleven such vacancies. In these post-war days nannies, it appeared, were as much in short supply as eggs and sugar. A girl could take her pick, even a girl with somewhat limited experience.


  ‘I am a product of the Norland Nursery Training College, myself,’ Miss Anderson of the agency had explained that morning, passing Jean’s letter of application back to her. ‘Nowadays, of course…’


  Miss Anderson had not completed her sentence though from her tone it had been clear that things were no longer as they had once been and that if the young woman sitting opposite her was the very best that the world could now offer, well, one would simply have to make the best of it.


  From the eleven vacancies offered to her, Jean had selected this one, the Wallises in Athelstan Gardens. There were two children, and Mr Wallis, explained Miss Anderson at the agency, was Something Important in Shipping. Jean understood she was to infer from this that Mr Wallis was not a sea captain or anything in that line, but instead was the owner of a ship or perhaps of a whole fleet of ships. Yet a glance around the room presented no miniature ships cleverly mounted in glass bottles or oil paintings of three-masted sailing ships tossed by turbulent seas—or any evidence at all of maritime endeavours.


  ‘The agency implied you had a certain amount of prior experience, Miss Corbett,’ Mrs Wallis was saying. She handed Jean’s papers back and reached over to the silver cigarette case which lay on an occasional table beside her, opening the lid and selecting a cigarette. The lid snapped shut and she placed the cigarette in her mouth.


  Jean watched and knew that this brief interlude provided her with time to present a good response. She knew that she had prepared a good response to this question, that Miss Anderson from the agency had raised this very question herself at their interview that morning, had even provided her with that very response. And yet for the life of her she couldn’t recall what the response was.


  Opposite her, Mrs Wallis produced a slim gold cigarette lighter and flicked the lever with a sharp rasping sound. A blue flame shot out and a second later a thin wisp of smoke slowly rose ceiling-ward. The lighter was then laid carefully on the table beside the cigarette case and still the question of Miss Corbett’s prior experience remained unresolved.


  ‘Yes,’ said Jean, nodding to give her reply added emphasis. ‘I mean, that would be correct. I have a great deal of experience, one way or another.’


  (‘Remember, Miss Corbett,’ Miss Anderson at the agency had said, with a shrewd glance over the top of her half-lens glasses, ‘there is a chronic shortage of nannies—or indeed any sort of domestic staff—in these austere times. The ball, one might say, is entirely in our court. Your court, Miss Corbett.’ There had been a delicate pause before she had resumed: ‘Naturally, this agency would only wish to supply the absolute cream of suitable personnel to its clients; however, it must be said that when demand outstrips supply our duty to supply must take precedence over our need to excel.’)


  All of which was intended to inform this most recent addition to their books that they were scraping the bottom of the barrel with her but that they could, in all probability, get away with it if they all played their parts correctly. Jean tried to remember her part.


  ‘I come from—came from,’ she corrected herself quickly, ‘a large family and I was the eldest child, you see. Well, naturally it fell to me to look after the other children, particularly the elder ones. Mum—my mother—had the little ones to see to, you see.’


  She paused. Somehow she did not think Mrs Wallis did see.


  No one said anything for a moment. Mrs Wallis drew on her cigarette and another wisp of smoke joined the first somewhere above their heads. The cigarette was a du Maurier. At home people smoked Craven A’s or Players or Woodbines. Jean waited.


  Mrs Wallis tapped the cigarette on a small silver ashtray with a sharp rap.


  ‘And this was in…?’ she said.


  ‘Oh, before the war. And during.’


  ‘I meant, where was this? What place?’ Mrs Wallis asked as if inquiring after some distant land one had heard of only in fairytales or in newspaper reports.


  ‘Stepney,’ said Jean.


  Mrs Wallis nodded slowly. No doubt she had heard of Stepney.


  ‘And afterwards I cared for Mrs McIlwraith’s two little ones. Mrs McIlwraith was our neighbour. Her husband having left.’


  (‘Be precise, Miss Corbett. And at all times stick to the point in hand,’ advised Miss Anderson from the distance of their interview that morning.)


  ‘Mrs McIlwraith’s children were a boy aged seven and a girl aged five. I looked after them for some years, provided their meals and made sure they got to school.’


  ‘I see. My own children are, of course, a little older than that.’


  ‘Oh, of course,’ said Jean, understanding that by ‘older’ Mrs Wallis was only partly referring to their ages and was in large part referring to their social standing.


  ‘Therefore I require someone who is able to provide general home-help duties as well as nannying. The agency will have explained that?’


  The agency had not explained that.


  Jean nodded vigorously.


  ‘And your own family have no further need of you, Miss Corbett?’


  ‘I’m afraid my family were all killed by a V2 rocket that landed on our house, in 1945. February. I was out, you see, that day so—’


  Jean made herself stop.


  There was a pause. She ought not to have said that. A flicker of panic began to rise in her stomach. Stupid, stupid to say that.


  ‘Oh, my dear, how simply ghastly for you,’ said Mrs Wallis and she leant forward, gave a slight frown and flashed a quick smile of sympathy in Jean’s direction.


  It was so unexpected, such a complete reversal of her earlier detached coolness, that Jean replied with a somewhat stiff smile of her own.


  She hadn’t intended to mention the bomb. Had told herself she wouldn’t under any circumstances—well, you didn’t, did you, not to a prospective employer? And not if you intended to present yourself as a calm and emotionally unencumbered person capable of taking charge of some stranger’s precious offspring. But there, now she had mentioned it, it had just popped out and perhaps, if Mrs Wallis’s smile was anything to go by, it was all for the best.


  There was a silence that began to stretch for longer than was entirely comfortable.


  (‘Your credentials, Miss Corbett—do not forget to present your credentials. They are your passport to employment.’)


  Jean held out the two sheets of paper, one typed, one handwritten, that contained her reference from Mrs McIlwraith and another from the head teacher of the small local school she had attended during the war.


  ‘My references,’ she explained as Mrs Wallis merely stared at the outstretched pages as though they contained lewd pictures.


  ‘Ah. Quite.’ Mrs Wallis took them and leant back in her chair. A moment passed as she read first one page and then the second. She took a sharp pull on her cigarette and her eyes narrowed dramatically as she read and Jean felt herself slowly tensing. What could she see? What error had Mrs McIlwraith made in her reference? Were the dates wrong? Was her name misspelt? Did they, perhaps, look fake?


  Just as the moment seemed stretched to breaking point, Mrs Wallis looked up.


  ‘And you are how old, Miss Corbett?’


  ‘Twenty. Last birthday. April.’


  ‘And have you a young man?’


  (‘Your prospective employer will no doubt enquire as to your status vis-à-vis a young man, Miss Corbett.’ Miss Anderson had paused signif icantly at this point. ‘Naturally she will wish to be reassured regarding your long-term loyalty, and, of course, as to the welfare of the children she places in your care.’)


  ‘Oh no, no young man. Nothing like that.’


  Mrs Wallis made no response other than to smoke silently for some moments. Had she got her heart set on employing someone who was twenty-one? Or nineteen? Someone respectably betrothed to a steady young chap instead of dangerously unattached and flighty?


  Mrs Wallis smiled with alarming suddenness. ‘Well. No doubt you will wish to meet the children?’


  ‘Yes, indeed!’ said Jean smiling brightly in reply.


  Did this mean she had got the position? Or was it part of the interview? A test to see how she got on with the children?


  ‘Good. I shall fetch them. Please wait there, Miss Corbett,’ and Mrs Wallis uncrossed her legs and arose from the chair in one fluid movement. Hastily Jean half rose, then gingerly lowered herself down again on to the rich crimson velvet, realising just how tired her thighs were becoming.
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  There were voices outside the door. A man’s voice, quite deep and speaking from a distance, but becoming more distinct as he approached.


  ‘…devil’s going on? We’re supposed to be at Leo’s at twelve.’


  ‘Don’t be tedious, Cecil. He’s hardly going to miss us for half an hour. And if you care to cast your mind back approximately two hours you may recall my mentioning to you that I intended to interview a new nanny this morning.’


  The man now moved away from the door so that Jean could not make out his reply, only the tone, which was cross.


  Mrs Wallis, however, was evidently still standing beside the closed door:


  ‘Oh heavens, Cecil, I really haven’t the faintest idea who she is. Some wretched orphan from Stockwell. Family wiped out en masse in the war—no danger of this one running off home to nurse an elderly parent, at least.’


  In the drawing room, where Jean sat, a chrome-plated clock on the mantelpiece chimed the quarter-hour then fell silent. On the small occasional table Jean’s credentials and the letter of introduction from the agency lay discarded. One of the references had slipped down between the chair and the table and lay on the thick pile carpet.


  Jean released her aching thighs and sank down into the crimson velvet of the settee waiting for something to break or rip, but nothing happened.


  Stepney, she thought, not Stockwell.


  She looked down at her feet. Her shoes had been Mum’s shoes once. A new pair of wartime shoes when new shoes in wartime were as scarce as good news. They had survived the blast. It had been surprising what had survived, considering so much of the house, so much of the people in it, had been destroyed. But Mum’s shoes had survived. Navy, they were. Stout, practical. Low-heeled. Not fashionable, even when new, but built to last. Built to withstand a V2, at any rate.


  Against the chaotic pattern of the Wallises’ drawing room carpet and the rich crimson velvet of the lop-sided settee they looked indecent. Jean stared silently at her feet and on the mantelpiece the chrome-plated clock ticked discreetly.
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  The door opened and a girl came in.


  She was, if Miss Anderson’s information was correct, a child of nine though she had a smallish frame and the rounded face and nose of a younger child. She was neatly dressed in a tartan pinafore that was tied with a bow at the waist and beneath which she wore a pressed white blouse. Her hair was tied in a ponytail with a matching tartan ribbon and she wore knee-length white socks and highly polished navy shoes fastened with a buckle. They were the exact same shade of navy as Jean’s own shoes but they looked as though they had never ventured beyond the front door of number 83 Athelstan Gardens, let alone survived a V2.


  The girl stopped about a foot inside the door and put her head on one side, narrowed her eyes and surveyed the stranger on the lop-sided settee with a scrutiny that belied her youth.


  ‘I’m Anne,’ she announced loudly and decisively as though to scotch a nasty rumour. ‘I suppose you are going to be our nanny.’ It wasn’t a question. ‘Of course, we don’t need a nanny, you know. We’re far too old.’


  Jean got to her feet and offered a smile, one that was intended to project authority and competency with a hint of warmth and the possibility of friendship.


  ‘Well, your mother seems to think that you do,’ she replied.


  Anne appeared to consider this for a moment. ‘Oh, I doubt it,’ she replied airily, though she did not then go on to explain why she doubted it. Instead she announced: ‘Julius will be here in a minute.’


  Julius was presumably the older child.


  ‘He’s doing his Latin prep, so he can’t be disturbed.’


  Jean had a sense that she had somehow lost the initiative in this meeting, and meetings—‘ first impressions, Miss Corbett’—were crucial.


  ‘How do you do, Anne? My name is Miss Corbett, Miss Jean Corbett. I’m very pleased to meet you.’


  Anne dismissed this and went across the room to the large sash window, which was wide open. Clearly unimpressed by the arrival of a potential new nanny, she leant precariously out until her feet left the ground. Alarmed, Jean took a step towards her, ready to spring into action should the child decide to tip right over and fall out.


  ‘I had a kitten,’ Anne announced, placing her feet back on the floor and turning to face Jean. ‘Perhaps Mummy told you? A darling little ginger kitten it was. Called Nellie after our last nanny—’


  ‘Oh, how adorable!’ said Jean obligingly, glad that the girl had left the window and now appeared keen to establish some sort of rapport.


  ‘—but she died. The kitten, I mean, not nanny. I drowned her one Sunday afternoon in the kitchen sink because she had made a puddle in my bedroom when I had expressly told her not to.’


  The girl laughed, a high-pitched laugh that seemed devoid of the usual things that laughter was meant to contain—like humour.


  ‘What absolute rot! Anne, you are an utter bore.’


  Jean spun round as a second child stalked into the room. In contrast to his sister, Julius looked older than his thirteen years.Perhaps it was the open-necked white shirt he sported or the long grey flannels when most children his age and in the sunshine of a warm September morning would still be going about in short trousers. His hair was razor short at the back and around his prominent ears and remarkably long at the front so that he stood with a sideways stance to keep it from falling into his eyes. He smiled in a business-like fashion and thrust out his hand.


  ‘I’m Julius. You are the nanny, aren’t you?’ he said as Jean hesitated.


  ‘Yes. That is—if your mother—’


  ‘Oh Mother’s hardly going to send you away, not in the current climate,’ he said blithely and, as Jean had nothing to add to this, she took his hand and shook it.


  ‘I expect you want to hear that the last nanny had such a rotten time of it here that she was eventually wheeled away in a straitjacket and locked up in a loony bin, don’t you? Well, you’re quite safe. Actually she left to administer to an aged parent. All very dull.’


  ‘She returned to Leicester,’ announced Anne, darkly, from her position by the window. ‘Have you been to Leicester?’ she enquired, rounding on Jean abruptly, her eyes suddenly very bright and vivid.


  ‘No, Anne, I can’t say that I have.’


  ‘Where are you from, then?’ the girl demanded, and both children eyed her with sudden curiosity as though a nanny who did not herald from Leicester should be viewed with some suspicion.


  ‘Well, I’m from here. From London.’


  Julius dismissed this with a wave of his hand. ‘Yes, but obviously not from here. Where exactly?’


  ‘From East London. From a place called Stepney.’


  Jean paused. No, it was no good. No matter how you dressed it up, Stepney still sounded exactly like what it was. ‘Have you heard of Stepney?’ she added, just for something to say rather than out of any expectation that the Wallis children undertook regular field trips to the East End.


  But Anne had returned to her death-defying stance on the window sill and Julius had picked up a copy of The Times and neither showed much interest in the far-flung reaches of Britain’s Empire beyond the City of London.


  The clock on the mantelpiece chimed the half-hour. No one moved. Outside in the street a car pulled up and a door slammed. In the distance a small dog yapped and a child laughed. Anne began to kick the wall beneath the window with her foot with a thud, thud, thud.


  ‘Well. Perhaps I ought to just speak to your mother to make sure everything is in order,’ Jean suggested, getting up briskly from the settee. (Briskness was the key! She had an idea that nannies should do most things briskly.)


  Through the open window she could hear the latch of the gate being lifted and footsteps coming up the front steps.


  ‘It’s the police,’ observed Anne, matter-of-factly. ‘I expect they’ve come to make an arrest.’


  Chapter Two


  September 1952


  It’s the police,’ announced Mrs Thompson, standing in the doorway of the upstairs drawing room and rubbing her hands on her apron in a manner that suggested she had known it would come to this and, frankly, she was washing her hands of the whole lot of them. ‘An Inspector ’Arris and another gentleman,’ she added and stood awaiting further instruction.


  Harriet knew very well it was the police. She had observed the black Maria as it had cruised along Athelstan Gardens and glided ominously to a halt outside number 83. She had taken a step sideways away from the window as the two gentlemen, one in uniform, the other in a cheap grey suit and hat, had emerged from the car and consulted their notes. She had held her breath while they had exchanged a brief word and there still remained the slim, ever-diminishing, possibility that they would go up to number 85 instead. And finally she had ducked out of sight and leaned, for a moment, with her eyes closed against the wall to take a deep breath as the policemen had turned towards the gate of number 83 and lifted the latch.


  Now Mrs Thompson was standing in the doorway holding out an inspector’s card and two policemen were waiting in the hallway.


  ‘They’re here to see Mr Wallis,’ added Mrs Thompson and for a disorienting moment Harriet could make no sense of these words.


  Then she felt her jaw fall slack and instantly snap shut again loudly: they were here to see Cecil! She closed her eyes for a moment. No doubt Mrs Thompson found it amusing to withhold this vital piece of information until the very last moment.


  ‘Well, what are you waiting for, Mrs Thompson? Kindly show the gentlemen into the reception room.’


  And then, belatedly, she thought, What could the police possibly want with Cecil?
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  Inspector Harris turned out to be a very young man for such a senior rank—late thirties perhaps, not much more. One heard often of young men who had acquitted themselves well in the war, who had risen rapidly through the ranks and who, consequently, found themselves in civilian life at a rank much higher and much sooner than such men might have achieved before the war.


  The war had changed, and continued to change, many things.


  ‘Inspector. How do you do? I am Mrs Harriet Wallis.’


  Standing just inside the doorway was a young constable, a boy, really, in a uniform that didn’t fit him, and she smiled at him. He blushed and ducked his head then hastily removed his helmet. And that was a good sign, surely? If they were here to do anything too official surely the constable would not have taken off his helmet?


  On the other hand, you didn’t send an inspector round to deal with ‘a motoring offence’.


  ‘Good morning, madam,’ said the inspector tipping his hat but maintaining his position in the centre of room rather than coming forward to offer his hand. ‘Sorry to barge in on your Saturday morning.’


  ‘Oh dear, I do trust something dreadful hasn’t happened,’ Harriet replied. After all, this was the sort of question one was expected to ask, wasn’t it? This was the way one was expected to react to a visit from the police? She produced a handkerchief and crushed it anxiously between her fingers.


  The inspector regarded her expressionlessly.


  ‘No, madam, nothing like that, I can assure you,’ he replied. ‘But I would be obliged if I could have a word with your husband. Is he at home?’


  Indeed, he was at home but what did the police want with him?


  ‘Certainly, Inspector. Mrs Thompson, perhaps you would be so kind as to ask Mr Wallis to join us?’


  ‘No need to bother yourself, madam. We can go up to his study and talk there. Mr Wallis has a study, does he?’


  Harriet smiled pleasantly. He needn’t think he was going to get away with questioning Cecil alone in his study.


  ‘It’s no trouble, Inspector. Please take a seat.’


  Harriet sat down on the edge of a chair and produced a cigarette.


  ‘Inspector?’


  ‘No, thank you all the same, Mrs Wallis.’


  The inspector took the chair opposite and the constable remained in his position by the doorway, his eyes flickering around the room and settling on the Graham Sutherland print above the fireplace.


  As she lit her cigarette Harriet could feel the inspector’s eyes watching her, and continuing to watch as she put down the lighter and sent a thin stream of cigarette smoke upwards. It was warm in this room. The French doors at the end of the room opened onto the back garden and sunlight flooded in. A shaft struck the carpeted floor and dust motes floated upwards, caught in its glare. Harriet felt a prickle of moisture on her upper lip, behind her knees and beneath her arms. She wanted to dab her handkerchief to her face but that would draw attention to it.


  ‘Really! This heat is intolerable.’ She stood up. ‘I must get Mrs Thompson to open these doors up and let in some fresh air.’


  No one replied to this.


  She went to the windows and looked out. It was quite likely no one had opened the French doors since the garden party late last summer. A thick layer of dust coated the door handle—what was Mrs Thompson being paid for?


  The clock on the mantelpiece indicated that it was approaching noon. The woman from the nanny agency had rung during breakfast and Harriet had agreed to an interview at very short notice. But somehow it had taken the girl two hours to get here from Kensington High Street when the woman from the agency had said she would be there in half an hour. The girl was upstairs—what was her name? Corbett, yes. Not particularly good references. Easy enough to fake—though why would someone fake a reference to get a job as a nanny? The girl would do, she would have to. There were more important things to think about at present. And they were supposed be at Leo’s at twelve. Would they go, now that the police were here?


  What were the police here for?


  Harriet closed her eyes for a brief second and felt a pressure at her temples.


  ‘This is a very pleasant neighbourhood, Mrs Wallis,’ remarked the inspector, settling back in his chair.


  Harriet observed him silently over her cigarette. No doubt Scotland Yard found themselves more often than not in unsavoury places. The remark had been fatuous and there was no need to reply to it. Though she had an idea that this young inspector did not just make conversation.


  There were footsteps outside in the hall, then Cecil’s voice.


  ‘Thank you, Mrs Thompson,’ and in another moment the door opened and Cecil came in. Or rather he stood in the doorway as if this wasn’t his house and he hadn’t the right to simply come walking in and where, a week ago—two days ago—Harriet might have smiled at this, now she felt a rush of irritation.


  Cecil was in his Saturday uniform, which meant grey flannels of a fractionally lighter grey than the grey trousers he wore to the office, a white shirt, a striped club tie and a blazer. His shoes were brown loafers and in deference to the unseasonable September heat he wore beige socks rather than the usual dark grey. His hair was neatly flattened and precisely parted. It was only when the inspector got hurriedly to his feet that Cecil took a step forward into his own room and held out his hand. Reticent, that was Cecil. But there was nothing on his face to indicate guilt. Surprise, yes; confusion, possibly; but certainly not guilt.


  ‘Inspector,’ he said. ‘How do you do? What can I do for you?’ and he shot a quizzical look at his wife, perhaps weighing up whether she already knew or not. Harriet returned his look calmly through a haze of cigarette smoke.


  Was he remembering the last time two policemen had come to the house? But that was in 1944 and there had still been a war on. He had no reason to think that this was in any way connected.


  ‘Perhaps we might go somewhere private, Mr Wallis?’


  Good God! Had Cecil visited a prostitute or something?


  But Harriet banished that thought almost at once. Cecil still did not look even vaguely guilty—although he was now beginning to look somewhat alarmed. Besides, Cecil with a prostitute! No, it was something the inspector wanted to inform Cecil about, not something he wanted to charge him with—and Harriet felt the pressure at her temples again.


  ‘No need, Inspector,’ she said getting up. ‘I’ll leave you gentlemen to your business,’ and she left the room so abruptly that Cecil had to sidestep rapidly to avoid being bowled over.


  Harriet closed the door behind her. Outside in the street a milk cart rattled past returning empties to the depot. Upstairs she could hear the children’s voices:


  ‘Unfortunately he lost an ear and his nose last Christmas, which is rather sad, don’t you think?’


  Anne’s voice floated down the stairs quite distinctly and Harriet presumed her youngest child was introducing nanny to her teddy bear. Downstairs in the kitchen Mrs Thompson had the Light Programme on—Housewives’ Choice or something equally edifying—though all one could make out was a background whine of popular music and a steady stream of crackling interference. The radio abruptly went silent and a moment later Mrs Thompson herself emerged from the kitchen below, her face red and shiny with the effort of ascending the short flight of stairs.


  ‘Everything all right, is it?’ she enquired, without even the grace to look abashed at asking such a question.


  ‘Mrs Thompson, it’s stif ling in here and the gentlemen are finding it quite unpleasant. Please open up the French doors so they can get some air. And see if they’d like coffee. I expect Mr Wallis will want some as it’s approaching noon. And some biscuits, of course. But do see about that door at once.’


  Mrs Thompson reached the top of the stairs, paused, then opened her mouth to reply. Mrs Thompson would, of course, have her own thoughts about the opening of doors—French or otherwise.


  ‘Oh, and open the doors in the dining room too,’ Harriet added.


  She went through into the dining room and walked over to the bay window that looked over Athelstan Gardens. The milk float had gone. Two small boys walked past carrying fishing nets and glass jars with string handles, heading south towards the river. A nanny and a small child emerged from a house further up the street, crossed over the road and walked towards the garden opposite. She couldn’t see into the enclosed garden from here, the privet hedge was too high. It was possible to see in from the upstairs rooms, though, if one was looking.


  After a short delay Mrs Thompson bustled in, her face a little redder, a little more indignant.


  ‘Weren’t too pleased about being interrupted, those gentlemen,’ she observed, casting a malevolent look at her employer. ‘Said they didn’t wish for coffee, thank you very much,’ she added, going down to the far end of the room and attacking, with pointed vigour, the doors that opened onto the back garden.


  It was possible these doors had not been opened since before the war, but Mrs Thompson had located a key and was already shooting back the bolts at top and bottom and throwing open both doors with a gesture dramatic enough to rival Elsie Morison in last year’s production of The Marriage of Figaro.


  ‘Will you be wanting coffee?’ asked Mrs Thompson, rounding on her employer suspiciously.


  ‘No thank you, Mrs Thompson. And we shall be lunching at the Mumfords’, so we shan’t be wanting anything till teatime.’


  She had informed Mrs Thompson of this fact two days earlier, and again last night, but it seemed important to restate it now—Mrs Thompson did not cope well with changes to the household routine.


  ‘I see!’ replied Mrs Thompson, her nostrils flaring as though this was the first she had heard of any luncheon at the Mumfords’ and frankly she’d have preferred a little notice, thank you very much, and she swept from the room.


  Surely there had been a time (before the war) when domestic staff had said, Very good, madam, and did one’s bidding without comment?


  Would they be lunching at the Mumfords’?


  Harriet walked down to the garden end of the room and took in a deep breath of fresh air. Outside sparrows swooped and dived noisily, observed by next door’s tom cat. A wasp buzzed in through the open door, followed a moment later by a large fly. In the distance a child in a neighbouring garden laughed, a car backf ired, distant traff ic rumbled on Fulham Road. A burst of birdsong—a thrush, a chaff inch?—f illed the air for a moment and when it ended an abrupt silence fell.


  ‘Rocastle? Dear God. But it’s… I simply can’t believe it of him.’


  Mrs Thompson had evidently opened the French doors in the reception room as instructed. Harriet stood on the step facing the garden, blowing her cigarette smoke carefully in the other direction. It wouldn’t do for her smoke to drift into the room next door.


  It was Cecil who had spoken. Rocastle worked at Cecil’s firm. He had dined with them here in this very room, he and his wife, though the man was quite junior in the firm. He had some connection—an uncle who held a senior post at the F.O.—which explained the man’s presence at the dinner. She remembered him as being a rather bland man, a little over-eager perhaps, and his wife a bit not-quite-the-thing. But pretty.


  ‘There doesn’t seem to be much room for doubt, I’m afraid, Mr Wallis.’


  The inspector said these words as though he were reading the lines from a detective novel. Perhaps that was how it was if one worked for Scotland Yard—one said the same things over and over again so that eventually everything sounded like a cliché.


  ‘I see. You are aware, Inspector, the fellow’s an Etonian? A Cambridge man? He went to my old college. Damn it, his uncle is in the F.O.! Really, Inspector, I find it impossible to believe—’


  ‘Facts speak for themselves, I’m afraid, sir. The safe has been opened, it’s empty—well, barring some documents which I’m hoping you’ll look over for me, sir? And a sum of money has gone. A Mr Pickering noticed the safe this morning—’


  ‘Yes, Pickering is the nightwatchman but—’


  ‘Quite, sir. And the safe, as I can myself verify having just come from there, was opened using the combination.’


  ‘But surely a safecracker—’


  ‘Quite so, sir. However this same Mr Pickering has made a statement to the fact that Mr Rocastle was working late in his office last night, very late indeed, it would appear. And now he is gone and so too are the contents of the safe.’


  ‘Then he has been kidnapped! Or he is at home right now. I mean, really, Inspector. Pickering is a decent enough man, but he’s not—’


  ‘No, indeed, sir. But you’ll be interested to learn that Mr Rocastle is not, in fact, at home—number…’


  There was a pause while presumably the inspector consulted his notebook.


  ‘Flat 9, Leinster Mansions, Hammersmith. I took the liberty of going straight there, you see, sir, where I discovered the household in question to be in some…’—he cast about for an appropriate word—‘uproar. The man of the house had, it soon became apparent, not returned from the office the previous evening and furthermore—’


  ‘Then surely—’


  ‘And furthermore, his passport had been taken. So too his ration book, cheque book, various items of clothing, one, or possibly two, pairs of shoes—the lady of the house was uncertain as to the exact number—and a large suitcase. Dark green in colour, I believe it was.’


  ‘Well, but—’


  ‘Now, sir, if Mr Rocastle had indeed been kidnapped as per your hypothesis, then might I venture to say that it would be a very thorough, not to mention fortunate, kidnapper who had endeavoured to spirit away not only Mr Rocastle himself but Mr Rocastle’s passport, his ration book, his cheque book, plus sundry other items previously mentioned, in a large, dark-green suitcase, and all under the nose of Mrs Rocastle.’


  There was a silence.


  Harriet pulled on her cigarette which had been burning slowly away unsmoked as she had listened. Intolerable little man, she thought, picturing the inspector observing Cecil with his placid gaze. He was thoroughly enjoying himself at Cecil’s expense.


  A footstep at the doorway of the neighbouring room suggested someone—Cecil?—had walked over and was standing on the step. Harriet took a precautionary step backwards. Her cigarette had gone out but she held off relighting it.


  Jeremy, that was his name. Jeremy Rocastle. So, he had gone bad, had he? She would never have spotted it and it went without saying Cecil hadn’t. Perhaps what she had taken for eagerness was really ambition, greed. Or perhaps the man had got himself into some difficulty—a woman, gambling, a debt, some indiscretion, a business venture gone sour. The poor wife.


  The exact details hardly mattered. The point was: what was going to come out? How much would the firm—would Cecil—be affected? He hadn’t even enquired, of course. That would have been the very first thing she would have asked.


  ‘There is no absolutely no question, Inspector, that any one of us could have seen this coming,’ said Cecil, his voice much louder and closer than she had expected so that she took another step backwards. ‘He was a model employee, excellent war record. Really I… But his poor wife. Poor Jenny. He was so…so ordinary, really. What can have happened?’


  There was no reply to this and the inspector did not attempt to offer one.


  ‘Have you spoken to Standforth or MacIntosh or to Sir Maurice, Inspector? They’re the other directors of Empire and Colonial. Sir Maurice Debden is the chairman.’


  ‘Not yet, sir. Yours was the first name Mr Pickering gave us.’ There was a silence, then: ‘We’ll need you to go through the books, sir, of course.’


  ‘But good God, man, you can’t suspect him of embezzling company funds? Surely this is just a one-off thing?’


  ‘In my experience it rarely is a one-off, sir,’ replied the inspector in his tiresome, world-weary way.


  But how typical of Cecil not to even think of it!


  ‘My God, the firm!’ he said.


  And that was it. That summed up Cecil. The firm. Never mind he himself might be implicated, or that the family may very well be exposed to Lord knew what sort of unsavoury publicity.


  And today, of all days.


  Harriet turned and paced the length of the dining room.


  What was to be done? Nothing until the policemen had gone. Would they take Cecil with them? That would set tongues wagging. No, Cecil wouldn’t put up with that—he’d surely insist it wait till Monday morning. The policemen, then, must be made to leave.


  She looked at the clock on the wall and saw that the half-hour was about to strike. If they were going to make it to Leo and Felicity’s at all they needed to leave at once. Well, it was probably best to assume they were going. To do everything as normal.


  And the nanny! What a day for her to turn up.


  Harriet went quickly up the two flights of stairs to the second floor, following the sound of the children’s voices. They were in Anne’s bedroom.


  ‘Don’t pay any attention. It’s generally rubbish,’ observed Julius from behind the half-open door, no doubt dashing some extravagant claim of Anne’s.


  Harriet pushed open the door to see Anne sitting on the floor at one end of an extensive line of stuffed animals, stretching from Panda to what looked like a headless elephant. Anne looked up and, seeing her mother, jumped to her feet excitedly.


  ‘What do the police want, Mummy?’ she demanded.


  ‘Don’t be vulgar, Anne,’ Harriet countered, then she regarded the toy parade lined up on the carpet. One of the animals, a small brown bear, was minus an eye and in places its fur had worn completely away. They had purchased the little bear themselves, she and Cecil, at Harrods the week before Anne was born. When they had returned from the hospital Cecil had placed it in the cot and Anne’s tiny hands had clung to the thing, curling tightly around it.


  Something caught at the back of Harriet’s throat at the memory and she bent down and reached for the little bear. From behind the door there was a scuffle of feet and the rustle of cheap clothing as the nanny leapt to her feet.


  Harriet stood up abruptly. ‘Anne, aren’t you a little old for all these?’ and she indicated the menagerie on the floor.


  ‘Oh, but I asked to see them,’ said the nanny.


  And so it had begun already: the conspiracy of nanny and child against parent.


  ‘Miss Corbett. I didn’t see you down there.’


  ‘That’s because she was behind you and you don’t have eyes in the back of your head,’ observed Julius, who was standing, leaning against the window, hands in pockets so that you didn’t know if he was being clever in an irritating way or deliberately rude.


  ‘We shall be leaving for Uncle Leo and Aunt Felicity’s very soon, so please both be ready.’


  ‘Mrs Wallis—’


  ‘But why are the police here, Mummy?’ said Anne, interrupting the nanny. At Anne’s question the nanny turned pale and looked as though she wished she were anywhere else but here.


  ‘I’m sure it’s none of our business, Anne,’ said the girl, kneeling down to pick up Panda. ‘Now why don’t we put these away and get you ready to go out.’


  She really did look as if the very last thing she wanted to know was why on earth two policemen had turned up at the doorstep of a prospective new employer’s house. Perhaps the nanny was used to the police turning up? No doubt when the police arrived at one’s house in Stockwell one assumed the very worst and was rarely disappointed.


  ‘Thank you, nanny. We’ll let Anne clear up. May I have a word with you outside?’


  She went back out, not waiting for the girl’s reply.


  The girl followed her. She was tall, taller than one expected so that her eyes were at the same level as Harriet’s own—or perhaps even an inch higher. She was thin-faced and pale—a childhood of slum tenements, dark alleyways and air raid shelters, presumably. But her nails were clean and her clothes and shoes sensible (though what dreadful shoes!) and her hair tightly crimped in a ghastly home permanent wave which was, after all, what one wanted from a nanny. And the children seemed to have taken to her. Not that one could imagine the children not taking to someone—they seemed amazingly indiscriminating.


  ‘I do apologise, Miss Corbett, for not concluding our interview.’


  ‘Oh, that’s all right, I understand—’ and the girl stopped because that was leading her perilously close to matters which did not concern her. At this point she seemed to realise she was still holding Panda and she dropped her arms down to her sides as though to hide him.


  ‘Quite. Well, I am satisfied that you have proved yourself adequate to the position, so if you are happy with the conditions outlined by the agency you may commence employment with us at once.’


  The girl seemed to take a deep breath, but whether this was because she was relieved or because she was having second thoughts—or simply because she was short of breath—it was impossible to ascertain.


  ‘Thank you. That would be wonderful,’ she said.


  Would it? Were the girl’s ambitions so stunted that working as a child-minder for some other woman’s children on two pounds a week plus board seemed wonderful? Apparently so. And thank God for it, Harriet reasoned, otherwise one would be forced to look after one’s children oneself. At least during the school hols anyway.


  Two floors below, voices could be heard in the hallway.


  She turned back to the nanny. ‘Now, perhaps if you’ll see that the children are ready, Miss Corbett? We are having lunch at my brother-in-law’s house, Mr Leo Mumford’s at Hampstead, so we shall be away till teatime, I would think. I suggest you move in tomorrow morning around nine o’clock when Mrs Thompson will show you your room and give you a tour of the house.’


  ‘On a Sunday?’ said the girl blankly.


  ‘Yes. Unless, of course, that arrangement does not suit you?’


  The girl said nothing, as there was nothing one could say to such a question, and Harriet forestalled any further discussion by ushering her back into Anne’s bedroom and closing the door behind her.


  Downstairs the front door opened and the policemen at last appeared to be taking their leave.


  ‘That would probably be for the best, Mr Wallis. Until we know the full extent of the situation it’s very hard to ascertain.’


  The inspector’s voice got louder as he crossed the hallway then less distinct as he neared the front door.


  ‘Well, I am usually at my desk by nine o’clock, Inspector, should you or your men need to speak to me. And naturally we shall be going through our books with a fine-toothed comb—though I must say it seems like…’


  Cecil’s voice trailed off so that she never heard what exactly it seemed like to him.


  Downstairs the front door closed and there was silence. Harriet went over to the window and looked out at the street below. She watched the hat and the helmet of the two policemen go down the steps, the constable hold open the gate and the two of them climb into the police car. After a long moment (to compare notes? To weigh up the various suspects? But no, she doubted the inspector would do that with his constable. Perhaps they were deciding where to go for a cup of tea?) the car moved off. The street was deserted, the only presence a solitary figure in a hat seated on a bench in the garden opposite.


  Harriet leaned, for a moment, against the wall. They were going to Leo’s. Would Simon be there? And, if he was, what would she tell him? Everything? Or nothing?
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