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Prologue
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London, October 1939


‘I’m sorry, Mrs Wentworth, but you shouldn’t be here,’ the grey-haired porter said, reaching out gently to take the young woman’s arm. He could see she was in shock, her face pale and her body trembling.


Helen looked up at the damaged facade of the Victorian mansion block. The building where she’d started her married life with so many hopes and dreams had fared badly: several window panes were missing and the red brickwork was chipped on the first floor. ‘I need to collect a few things,’ she pleaded. ‘I promise to be careful . . .’


‘Okay, missus, but I’ll have to accompany you. I would never forgive myself if something ’appened to you after – well, after what went on here yesterday.’


Without a word Helen entered the building, heading towards the ornate iron lift residents used to travel to the upper floors.


‘Best we don’t use it,’ he said, steering her towards the wide staircase. ‘It’s not been checked out yet and gawd knows what damage has been done.’ He scowled. ‘I don’t know what the world’s come to.’ He fell into step beside her as they started to climb the winding black-and-white tiled staircase. Already some of the ornate windows had been boarded up, although chinks of light from the midday sun shone through the cracks, illuminating dust motes dancing around them.


‘Here we go,’ the porter said, pulling open a heavy oak door that led to the upper hallway and the entrance to her home, along with several others. ‘You’ll find a couple of coppers in there. I did tell them not to hang about, as that ceiling’s bound to come down before too long. Who’d have thought this could ’appen here in Cadogan Mansions?’ He shook his head. ‘I’ll come with you to make sure you stay safe. Do you really want to go in there after . . .’


Helen thanked him, but didn’t say any more. The porter and his wife liked nothing better than a juicy morsel of gossip to keep them going during their live-in job of caring for the old building. She usually did her best to slip quietly past if either of them was hovering in the entrance lobby. They could chat for England, and what had happened in her apartment would certainly keep them interested for many a day.


A police constable standing at the entrance to her home bowed his head and held the door open for her to enter. She stopped abruptly, and the porter stepped sideways to avoid crashing into her.


‘Oh, my goodness; I never thought there would be so much damage! A few broken windows and ruined furnishings, but this . . .’ She clasped a hand to her mouth to stifle a sob. The remains of damask curtains flapped in a light breeze coming through the gaps where once there’d been floor-to-ceiling windows. All around the drawing room were scattered pieces of wood and fabric that Helen could only just recognize as her furniture. The desk where John had worked was intact, although scratched by debris, while a large breakfront cabinet had lost its upper doors. Books were everywhere, pages fluttering in the cold air. ‘He didn’t stand a chance.’ Shrugging off the porter’s attempt to place an arm round her shoulders, Helen took a deep breath. ‘I just need to collect . . .’


‘Mrs Wentworth?’


She froze as a tall, fair-haired man in an RAF officer’s uniform stepped towards her from where he’d been standing by the remains of a marble fireplace.


‘Mrs Wentworth, I’m Inspector Richard Gladstone,’ he said, holding out his hand.


Helen looked up at him, confused. His ice-blue eyes grew a little warmer as she shook his hand politely.


‘Excuse me, but – why are you here?’ she asked uncertainly. ‘I wasn’t aware a crime had been committed . . .’


‘Yes, it’s just an unfortunate accident,’ the porter echoed from where he stood close behind her. ‘I can assure you, Inspector, everyone who lives here in Cadogan Mansions is completely safe. It was an accident.’


Inspector Gladstone did not reply, but swept an eloquent glance around the damaged room. He bent and picked up an overturned chair from beside the mahogany desk, wiping away a layer of brick dust before gesturing for Helen to sit down. As she moved towards it, the shock of seeing the scene of her husband’s death finally hit her hard, and she felt her legs buckle.


‘Thank you,’ she murmured, gripping the chair’s leather-covered arms.


‘A glass of water for Mrs Wentworth, please, Constable,’ the inspector said. The uniformed officer made his way carefully through the broken furniture, fallen lath and plaster from the ceiling towards the kitchen, where they heard him run the tap.


‘I didn’t realize a gas leak could cause so much damage,’ Helen murmured. ‘I hope John didn’t suffer.’


The three men fell silent as she accepted the glass of water and took a few sips before setting it down on the edge of the desk.


‘Would you be able to tell me where you were yesterday?’ the inspector asked. ‘We had some trouble contacting you.’


Helen took a deep breath. ‘I wasn’t at work,’ she said. ‘John suggested I take the afternoon off to do some Christmas shopping. I help my husband in his work and act as his social secretary,’ she added, looking at the constable, who had started to take notes. ‘He keeps long hours and there never seems to be time for things like shopping – and I like to start early. Then, of course, we have these wretched air-raid sirens interrupting our lives, even though they all seem to be false alarms.’ A sudden thought came to her and she put a hand to her mouth. ‘Oh – you don’t think this could have been a bomb, do you?’


The inspector considered her for a moment before replying. Helen Wentworth looked much younger than her twenty-six years. His notes told him that her deceased husband had been some twenty years her senior. Richard Gladstone wasn’t one for sentiment, but it struck him that Helen looked so fragile she might break at any moment, sitting there with her hands tightly clasped in her lap and a smudge of dust across one cheek. She was dressed smartly, as might be expected of the wife of a prominent MP who, according to some, had had the makings of a future prime minister. A smart woollen suit, a felt hat placed jauntily on her head, shining mid-brown curls framing her pale face: she was a true English beauty.


He reined in his thoughts and said: ‘No, it wasn’t a bomb. Would you be able to tell us where you went shopping and at what time?’


Helen nodded, a couple of loose curls shaking. ‘Of course. I had planned to go out around midday to meet a friend, Felicity Davenport, for lunch. As I was about to leave home, she rang to let me know she had a headache. So I lunched at Claridge’s and shopped alone, thinking I would drop in to see her later in the afternoon.’


‘I can confirm that I put a call through from Miss Davenport,’ put in the porter, clearly eager to help with the investigation.


‘I have a receipt to show that I shopped at Liberty’s in the early afternoon,’ Helen added. ‘A silk scarf for my mother and a tie for my stepfather.’ She picked up her handbag from the tiled floor and searched inside it for the slip of paper. The constable stepped forward and took it from her, noting down the details.


‘I’m sure the ladies in the haberdashery department could confirm the time, as we chatted about matching skeins of embroidery silk for my mother-in-law. She’s not able to journey to London as often as she would wish, and had asked John if he would remind me to enquire for her. You could verify that with him – oh . . .’ She took a shaky breath before continuing. ‘They showed me some new stock that had just arrived.’ She was clearly trying hard to offer the police any information that might be useful, pushing the horror of the situation aside in order to answer their questions.


‘But you didn’t come home last night?’


‘No. When I went to see Felicity, she was quite poorly – distraught, even. I’ve never known her to be like that before. I tried ringing to let John know I would be staying the night, but I couldn’t get through.’


‘The GPO only fixed the line this morning,’ the porter said, raising his eyebrows in sympathy. What would his wife think of all this when he told her?


‘I rang John’s office and left a message,’ Helen added. ‘I’m sure they can confirm that. It was only this morning that Miss Jones, our office manager, heard about his death and let one of your colleagues know where I was. Your officers came to inform me. I’m certain all of this can be confirmed,’ she faltered, pulling a handkerchief from the pocket of her jacket with shaking hands. She managed to unfold it just in time to bury her face in the fine lace as the tears came.


The men fell quiet.


‘I’m sorry,’ she apologized after a minute or two, blowing her nose and controlling herself with an effort. ‘Will you be able to check what I’ve told you?’


‘I’m sure we can,’ the inspector replied. ‘I think that’s all for now. I’m sorry to have bothered you at such a sad time, Mrs Wentworth; please accept my condolences. Can you give us the address of where you’ll be staying?’


Helen was thrown for a moment. ‘I . . . I suppose I shall have to stay with my mother in Kent. Mrs Hillary Davis, The Maples, close to Biggin Hill.’ She reached into her bag again. ‘Here are her details. It was my family home as a child,’ she added faintly as she handed over her mother’s calling card. ‘May I collect a few things before I leave?’


‘I’m afraid that won’t be possible at the moment, Mrs Wentworth. We must investigate a little further before anything can be moved.’


‘Investigate? I don’t understand. What is there to investigate about a gas explosion?’


‘Purely a formality, Mrs Wentworth. Porter, can you arrange for Mrs Wentworth’s possessions to be sent on to her once we give permission?’


‘Of course, sir.’ The porter turned to Helen. ‘We can also arrange to put what remains of your furniture into storage, if you wish? Plenty of room in the cellars.’


Helen was beginning to feel overwhelmed. She drew a deep breath. ‘Yes, I’d be grateful if you could do that. We have a trunk that you could pack my husband’s clothes into, if that’s not too much trouble? My suitcases are on top of the wardrobe.’ She turned to look at the inspector. ‘I wonder – couldn’t I possibly take a few of my own clothes now? It seems unlikely they’ll be relevant to your investigation. Just a few personal items from the small chest in the bedroom? I don’t have anything at my mother’s home,’ she added as her chin wobbled, tears threatening again.


His heart went out to her. She looked very alone and vulnerable. ‘I don’t see why not. If you could do it just now, please; and then I’ll be sealing off the rooms until our investigation is complete.’


The constable guided Helen back across the devastated drawing room and she hurried into her bedroom, pulling a small leather suitcase from the top of an ornate wardrobe. Opening a drawer, she hastily gathered up lingerie, not stopping to fold any of it or worry about creases. From the wardrobe she pulled out a coat, two day dresses, a skirt and several blouses. Finally she turned to the dressing table, pushing a small jewellery box under the clothing along with a silver-backed hairbrush and hand mirror. Her eyes skimmed over the other items and she picked up a bottle of perfume and a small framed photograph of her late father, adding them to the suitcase. All the time, she was telling herself not to think about how John must have suffered, or about her loss. Snapping shut the brass catches of the case, she took a quick final glance around before rejoining the men.


‘I have everything I need. Thank you for allowing that – it means a great deal. If there’s nothing else required of me, I’ll bid you good day – I’m finding it difficult to be here . . .’ Almost before she had finished speaking she was turning away and leaving the apartment, closely followed by the porter.


After a moment, the constable stepped forward and closed the door behind them. ‘That one’s a bit of a cold fish,’ he said to his boss. ‘Not exactly the grieving widow, is she?’


‘Not everything is as it seems, Constable.’


‘If you don’t mind me saying, sir, when her husband has just popped his clogs right there on the settee, you would think she’d want to know more about it. Or even get a bit squeamish – what with him dying in an explosion.’


‘That’s where you’re wrong, Constable. John Wentworth MP did not meet his end because of a gas leak, or even the lump of marble from the mantelpiece that hit him squarely on the head.’


‘What do you mean? Did something else kill him?’


‘Or someone else. Someone handy with a knife, who had no qualms about cutting the throat of a man who could well have been prime minister of this country one day.’


‘Cor blimey,’ the constable said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully as he looked at the area where the dead man would have been sitting before the explosion. ‘I wasn’t the first on the scene,’ he added apologetically. ‘Do you think she did it?’


‘At this moment in time, Constable, I cannot ignore any possibility.’
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Kent, December 1939


‘I hate to say this while you are still grieving, my dear, but you really do need to get yourself out into the fresh air. You will feel so much better,’ Hillary Davis said as she leant past her daughter and pushed up the sash window. The heavy damask curtains blew inwards, draping round Helen’s head.


‘For goodness’ sake, Mother, please stop fussing,’ Helen said as she untangled herself from the curtain. ‘Whyever do you want to open the window on such a miserable day? But yes, I’ll go for a walk – if only to stop you nagging me,’ she added ungraciously.


‘Stop talking to your mother like that. I’ll not have her spoken to in such a way in my house.’


Helen glared at her stepfather. ‘You seem to have forgotten that this is my mother’s house. And before that, it was my father’s family home. So please don’t assume a position you don’t have in this household.’


Before he could answer, she flounced out of the room and hurried upstairs to her bedroom. His words floated after her: ‘You can get that bloody great trunk out of the hall as well. This house is not somewhere for you to store a dead man’s possessions.’


Helen threw herself onto her bed and lay there, trying to control her breathing. She knew she shouldn’t let Gavin upset her so much. She’d been able to tolerate him as long as they didn’t have to live under the same roof. But now that circumstances had changed – and until she decided what on earth to do with her life next – she would have to make sure she kept away from him if she didn’t want to get so upset.


She knew that Gavin had not expected to inherit a daughter when he married. He had made that quite clear with his spiteful comments while she was still young. In a way she was glad she had no siblings, and she was the only child who had been the butt of his taunts and cruel jibes, always just out of her mother’s hearing. It was as she’d matured that he’d changed, and even when she rebuffed his cruelty and did her utmost to keep away from him he sought her out, accidentally touching her and forever staring at her growing body. The time could not come quick enough for Helen when she escaped to London and what she thought would be a life away from The Maples. Gavin Davis was a man well worth keeping away from. Even now, after sixteen years, Helen still wondered why her mother had married him. They had been comfortably off after Helen’s much-loved father passed away following a short illness; he’d suffered terribly with his chest after serving during the last war, but losing him had still been a shock. At his funeral, ten-year-old Helen had overheard one of his best friends say that Terence Graham would have been better off succumbing to the effects of the mustard gas attack, rather than suffering all these years. Only then had she realized what a perfect father he’d been: always there to help with her homework, always encouraging her to be the best possible version of herself, without letting her see any sign of his illness until the last few months of his life. Their family, albeit small, had been close, with a house full of love and laughter. Helen’s mother had changed since marrying Gavin, becoming harder and more belligerent towards her only child.


Helen knew she should never have come back to The Maples after her husband’s death. But where else was she to go? When the RAF police inspector had insisted they must have an address for her, it had been the only solution she could think of.


She wiped angry tears from her eyes, sighed deeply and sat up. At this time of year darkness fell early, and if she didn’t hurry her walk would be a short one. If she left quietly, she wouldn’t be challenged and asked where she was going. The other day, Gavin had followed her out and told her off about the bright beam of her torch; she’d had a job shaking him off, and in the end she had simply turned round and gone home. The way that man acted, she thought irritably – it was as if she ought to be locked up in the Tower of London for attracting the attention of enemy aircraft. Not that anything much had happened yet, even though they’d been at war for three months. She hadn’t spotted a single German plane. There again, this house was only half a mile from Biggin Hill airfield; and what with it being a buzz of activity all the time, the Germans would have to be mad to fly over this part of Kent.


Slipping her feet into stout brown leather brogues and lacing them up before reaching for her handbag and gas mask, she headed downstairs. She could hear Gavin through the closed door of the drawing room, talking about a forthcoming trip to play an away match with his bowling club. With luck, she could slip out unheard. Quickly she pulled on her black coat, fastening it tightly around her waist, then tucked a woollen scarf around her neck and stepped out the front door, setting off at a brisk pace.


Biting wind stung her cheeks as she headed down the sloping pavement in the direction of the airfield. She had no real destination in mind, but in her pocket was a letter addressed to her friend Felicity. She felt guilty about not having been in touch for so long. However, Felicity hadn’t been in touch either – even though she knew where Helen was staying – so perhaps she was avoiding her? She recalled her mother saying that after Helen’s father died, people had crossed the road rather than stop to talk. They hadn’t known what to say and then, as time ticked by, it had become harder and harder for them to reach out and be the good friends they once were. Eventually Hillary had become quite brittle towards those who’d ignored her.


The letter Helen had written today was only a brief note, asking after Felicity and suggesting they meet when Helen was next in London – although she had no idea when she would really be up to that kind of trip. Much of the time these days she felt hollow, devoid of feeling. If her mother had allowed it, she could easily have stayed in her bed for days on end – in fact, forever. It was still hard to believe John was really gone, that she would never see him again and their marriage was a thing of the past.


She grabbed at her hat as the wind tried to whip it from her head. It felt as if there was rain in the air now. Up ahead, she could see the small village shop with the postbox outside. Thinking it would be good to get into the warmth for a few minutes, she decided to step in and see whether there were any provisions she could collect for her mother. The news that rationing would begin in January had made Hillary worry about not being able to put a decent meal in front of her husband each night. At the thought of her stepfather, Helen grimaced. She couldn’t live alongside Gavin for much longer. Perhaps she should write to her landlord in London to see when – or if – the Cadogan Mansions apartment would be liveable again. But she wasn’t very sure she wanted to return to the home where her husband had met his death. Would the atmosphere of what had happened linger, and if so, could she bear it?


She needed to sit down and think seriously about her future. If she did return to London, would there be a job available for her in the government offices John had run so diligently? She’d assisted him and knew the workings of his department inside out, but would that be enough for them to welcome her back? It might be that some staff would be uncomfortable working alongside the wife of a deceased colleague.


Helen knew that for John she had ticked all the boxes as an ideal MP’s wife. The difference in their ages and the practical, unromantic nature of their relationship had in some ways made things very straightforward between them. When his polite proposal of marriage had come along she had accepted with alacrity, seeing it as a way to sever her links with Biggin Hill; but even while living and working in London, she had been too shy and unworldly to step completely out onto the path of independence. And she had always been aware that if her mother had been alone, she’d have called on Helen to return home and care for her in her dotage. Hillary persisted in seeing her as a spinster daughter rather than a married woman.


Yes, Helen mourned the passing of her husband because she had enjoyed the feeling of being needed, even if only as a person to stand by his side at official functions and carry out the tasks required of an MP’s wife. Often, she had heard people say that John could be prime minister one day, but that idea had put the fear of God in her. Not in a million years could she imagine herself as the wife of a man who ran the country; even so, she was willing to learn and would have supported him. Wasn’t that what wives did?


She knew her mother, for the first time in her life, had been proud of her and had enjoyed cutting out snippets from the newspapers along with photographs of John and Helen attending functions together. For Hillary Davis, the main benefit of her daughter’s marriage had been that it moved her up the social ladder in her own community. Now she was struggling to accept the death of her son-in-law, seeing it as an affront to her own life. Her status as a woman of note was in danger of being lost.


Approaching the door to the shop, Helen froze with one hand on the handle. Inside she could see one of her mother’s friends chatting in an animated way to the shopkeeper. The last thing she wanted was to discuss her grief with Mrs Kennard; that woman took far too much pleasure in dwelling on the gloomier side of life.


Helen turned away, but it was too late: she’d been spotted. Mrs Kennard picked up her straw shopping basket and rushed out the door.


‘Oh, Helen, you poor, poor girl. What a coincidence – we were just chatting about you. We’ve been so concerned for you, what with being widowed at such a young age. You must feel as though your life is over!’ She grasped Helen’s hand and clung to it. ‘How are you, my dear, and what are your plans for the future? I suppose it’s too early to think about marriage again, but I’m sure there will be many eligible young men lining up to walk you down the aisle before too long. There are plenty more fish in the sea.’


Helen was shocked. How dare this woman even speak about her remarrying? Why, it was almost disgusting, she thought. The devil in her wanted to reply that she was looking forward to meeting the fish, but out of respect for John she only smiled politely, murmuring her thanks before skirting around Mrs Kennard and entering the shop.


‘Don’t take any notice of her, ducks. She’s a nosy old bat and just thinks of herself most of the time,’ the woman behind the counter sympathized. ‘She was asking me to put some bacon and a twist of sugar to one side for her in early January. It seems she’ll be all right for butter, as she’s come to an agreement with a man at the dairy. What a bloody nerve! She’ll get a name for herself and no mistake. Would you believe, she reckoned her ration card hadn’t arrived? The greedy old so-and-so had completely forgotten she’d already registered with me.’ She tutted as she started to wipe down the marble-topped counter. ‘No doubt some shopkeepers will fall for her cheek. Her kind are like cockroaches: they’ll survive anything. Now, is there anything I can help you with, love?’


‘I’m fine, thank you. I came out for a walk and to post a letter. I thought while I was here, I’d see if there was anything my mother would like . . . I’ll have a browse, if that’s all right with you?’ Helen gazed up at the well-stocked shelves behind the counter.


‘You might like to have a look at my noticeboard.’ The woman indicated the back of the shop door, half covered in posters about fundraising events and handwritten cards advertising items for sale.


Out of politeness, Helen stepped closer to take a look. A postcard caught her eye. She drew nearer to read the small print.


The talkative shopkeeper was still watching her. ‘That’s the new women’s sewing group our vicar’s wife is organizing. I’m not one for sewing myself. No good with my hands, and after a day in the shop I don’t want to be fiddling with bits of wool and thread. I’m ready to put my feet up and listen to the wireless. Are you one for knitting and making your own clothes? Or do you use a dressmaker, like your mother?’ Seeing the surprise on Helen’s face, she quickly added: ‘We use the same lady; I’m not prying, my dear.’


Helen nodded vaguely, her thoughts turning over. She’d forgotten how nosy people in a small community could be. Before her marriage she had liked to sew, although her knitting wasn’t up to much. These days, magazines were calling for women to knit for the men in the services. Perhaps if she joined this group, it would be an escape from the house for a few hours each week. She’d be away from her mother, who was forever chivvying her to do something rather than mope about all day. It would also keep her away from Gavin’s staring.


Rummaging in her handbag, she pulled out a pencil and an old envelope and scribbled down the name of the vicar’s wife, who was asking for women to make contact if they were interested. There was also a telephone number and, as Helen looked up thoughtfully, a telephone box on the other side of the window caught her eye.


Impulsively she decided to place a call now, before going home, rather than have her mother listening while she used the apparatus in the house. Hillary was so proud of having had a telephone installed that she treated it like a guest, noting every word that came out of the instrument or went back down the line. She would hover nearby, duster in hand, ready to polish the telephone the moment Helen put it down – and consequently she knew just about everything that went on in Helen’s life.


‘I wonder, would you have some change I could use for the telephone?’ she asked, holding out a coin.


‘Here you are, love,’ the shopkeeper said, handing back a small pile of pennies. ‘It’ll give you something to do.’ She smiled knowingly. It was almost as if she understood what Helen had been thinking.


Helen stepped out of the shop with the woman’s words still ringing in her ears. Pulling back the heavy door of the telephone box, she placed her handbag and gas mask on the floor and her coins on the little shelf next to the telephone. Lifting the heavy Bakelite handpiece, she asked the operator to place her call.


A few minutes later, Helen was heading home through a shower of rain with a spring in her step. The vicar’s wife had encouraged her to come along to the sewing group at the church hall for one session, with no obligation to return if she didn’t enjoy herself. A couple of hours with the group, away from her mother, would surely give her a chance to breathe and think. Even if the other women present were only there to sew and knit, at least she would have some peace and quiet. She just hoped they weren’t like the busybody behind the shop counter; otherwise she would flee for her life. She giggled at the thought. At least her mother wouldn’t follow her and join in, because – as she often informed Helen – she had people she could pay to do such things for her.


She hardly noticed the weight of the cans and packets she’d purchased after making her telephone call. Her mind had been so full of the sewing group that she’d only just remembered to post her letter. Stopping halfway up the hill, not only to catch her breath but to turn her back on the wind and rain for a moment, she heard the roar of aircraft. She shielded her eyes towards the sky and saw planes flying above her, approaching Biggin Hill airfield.


There seemed to be a lot of activity locally, considering not much had happened so far in this war. The department John had been running before his death was involved in the supply and production of food; Helen had been so focused on helping him that she hadn’t taken much notice of other war news. She knew about what they were calling the Phoney War, but little else. It was sad that with his untimely death the nation had lost a hard-working man, dedicated to his work and so knowledgeable about the war. She’d also lost a husband who had generally treated her well. True, there had never been any passion between them; but she had put that down to their age gap and John’s commitment to his work. There had been times when they’d disagreed, of course, and times when she’d longed for the kind of all-consuming love you saw at the cinema. But all in all, they’d had a good life.


Moving on again towards home, she wondered, not for the first time, if there was any news on the investigation into the gas explosion. It had now been over two months; surely there should at least have been a letter? John’s family lived in Oxfordshire and his elderly mother and sisters had never thought much of his choice of wife, especially as Helen was so much younger. There was also the question of class. Helen’s background had been sniffed at, even though she came from a perfectly respectable family. As a result, she had had little contact with the Wentworths since the funeral. John’s will had stated that he wished to be buried in the family plot, so she had travelled alone, staying in a small local hotel the night before the service; no invitation to stay at the family home had been forthcoming. She had left as soon as it was over.


Helen had received only a few personal effects from the estate. John’s home had been left to a close male relative, with the proviso that his mother could live out her life there as Helen and John had no children of their own. Helen could hardly begin to imagine what the atmosphere would have been like if she’d inherited the house. All in all, she was strangely pleased that their marriage had left her with nothing apart from the trunk that now sat in the hall at her mother’s house, a few knick-knacks, and a small annuity from his life insurance policy. At the funeral, she had planned to sit at the back of the small chapel, make her personal goodbyes and leave. It had been a surprise to find she was the chief mourner, as John had dictated in the instructions held by his solicitor. This had meant she was the person her husband’s colleagues sought out when paying their respects after the service; she was in the limelight, rather than in the shadows as she’d have preferred. All through it, she could feel the venomous glances from John’s mother and sisters.


Once home from the funeral she had placed a call to Felicity, who to her surprise had been terribly upset during the conversation. She seemed far more affected by John’s death than Helen had realized. Felicity had eventually ended the call by saying that she needed to lie down. Helen had been miffed at her friend’s lack of support, and they hadn’t spoken since. At the time, Helen had thought she might not contact Felicity again; they’d only known each other since Helen’s move to London, and she knew that friendships of that type didn’t always last. However, as the weeks passed she had started to miss their chats and outings, so had written the letter hoping for a friendly reply.


Deep in thought, she approached the house and snapped out of her reverie at the sound of her mother’s shrill voice. Was there an emergency of some kind? Had her stepfather been taken ill?


‘I thought you’d never come home.’ Hillary appeared in the doorway, looking annoyed. ‘There’s been such a to-do. The girl has arrived home with her children. I won’t have it!’


Helen was puzzled until she realized her mother was referring to Effie King, the young woman she had hired as housekeeper last summer. There was really no need to have live-in help, but it was all part of Hillary Davis’s determination to maintain her social standing in the community. It irked Helen that her mother called Effie ‘the girl’, as she was well over thirty years of age.


‘I informed her there were to be no children at The Maples. She knew that, and still she has brought them here. She promised they had been evacuated. I’ve told her it would be best for them to be returned home at once.’


‘Oh, Mother, children aren’t parcels that can be sent away so easily. Did you ask if there was a problem?’


‘The girl’s family arrangements are her own affair. She knew my rules when I hired her,’ Hillary sniffed. ‘Perhaps you can deal with this. It’s high time you pulled yourself together and took some responsibility for this household.’


Ignoring this remark, Helen said thoughtfully, ‘I don’t believe Effie would willingly break her contract.’ She’d seen relatively little of the woman, but found her to be quiet and pleasant. It had been Effie who made sure Helen was fed and cared for in her early days of shock and grief, saying little but appearing regularly at her bedroom door with a smile and a hot drink or sandwich, asking how she was feeling. Much as Hillary had wanted Helen to be up and about, she’d never actually taken the trouble to look after her daughter.


‘She said something about the elder girl being disobedient, so Effie was summoned to collect them. I’ve told her she should find somewhere else to send them, as I’ve made it clear no children are to live under this roof.’


Helen gave her mother a puzzled look.


‘There is no need to look at me like that. Children in the house are not an option. They are noisy and will get in the way of my entertaining friends. If she doesn’t find them somewhere else to live, she will have to go – I told her that when she came back with them earlier. Where are you going?’ she asked, as Helen started down the side of the house towards the rooms Hillary liked to call ‘the servants’ quarters’. ‘There’s a man waiting to see you. I’ve put him in the breakfast room.’


Helen stopped in her tracks. ‘A man? To see me?’


‘Yes, some chappie in an RAF uniform. He asked for you personally. I hope you’re not courting already. What would the neighbours think?’ Hillary tutted. ‘Why, it’s only been two months since you were widowed. What are you thinking of?’


Helen frowned. ‘I have no idea who this person could be, but we won’t be any the wiser standing out here in the rain,’ she said as she changed direction and went into the house. Putting her head round the door to the breakfast room, she began: ‘I’m sorry to keep you waiting. I’ll just hang up my coat – Oh! it’s you.’


Richard Gladstone turned from the window, where he’d been looking out over the garden. His smile of greeting faded as he took in her appearance, and Helen suddenly realized that she must look like a drowned rat.


‘If you will excuse me for a minute, I’ll change out of these wet clothes. Let me show you to the drawing room. Goodness knows why Mother put you into the breakfast room. This isn’t usually where we entertain guests.’


‘I’m quite comfortable here, thank you, Mrs Wentworth . . . Are these your siblings?’ he asked, nodding out to where two children, presumably Effie’s, were racing round the garden in raincoats.


‘No, they are our housekeeper’s children,’ she murmured, feeling warmth spread over her face as he held her look for a little longer than necessary. Placing a hand to her chest to calm her beating heart, she became aware of her wet blouse clinging to her skin. ‘I’m sorry, I’ll be as quick as I can,’ she said before hurrying out into the scullery. Effie was there, busily chopping vegetables. Helen stopped to lean against the door frame, trying to catch her breath.


‘Why, you look as though you’ve come over all unnecessary,’ Effie said, pausing mid-chop with her knife poised. ‘Mind you, so would I, with a man like that turning up to see me. He has a look of that actor . . . Johnny Johnson. I get goosebumps all over when I see him in films at the picture house,’ she giggled before slapping a hand to her mouth. ‘Don’t take no notice of me, Mrs Wentworth. There’s you recently lost your husband, and me talking nineteen to the dozen about . . . well, about men. I’m sorry for any offence caused.’


Helen laughed. It was clear Effie was a kindly soul who meant no harm. There wasn’t a nasty bone in her body, as some would say, and Helen was in dire need of people like that around her at the moment. ‘No offence taken, Effie. I must change before I go back in to speak to our guest. Would you put these away in the pantry, please?’ She held out the shopping she’d carried home. ‘Put them at the back of the shelf with the other things we’ve saved. Goodness knows what will happen in the months to come, once rationing becomes the norm. Perhaps we’d better not mention them to my mother.’


Effie took the bag. ‘Bob’s your uncle,’ she winked.


‘And Fanny’s your aunt,’ a fair-haired little girl chimed in as she entered by the back door, much to her mother’s horror.


‘Dorothy, that’s no way to speak to your elders and betters. Apologize now or I shall be washing your mouth out with soap, young lady,’ Effie scolded, giving Helen an apologetic look. ‘I’m sorry. They never used words like that before. It’s those other evacuees they stayed with when they got sent off to the country.’


‘There’s no need to apologize, Effie – children will be children. I just wondered why they’ve come back? Surely it would have been safer wherever you sent them?’


‘I agree with you, and when the people that was looking after them sent me that letter to say come and get them, I didn’t know what to do. Someone put them on the train for London and I collected them, and here we are. I’ve got a feeling I’m going to be packing my bags and going back to the East End before too long. Your mother is a good woman, but she did say no children when she gave me the job, and at the time it wasn’t a problem what with the kids being packed off to Somerset. I’ve been beside myself with worry, I can tell you. I love living here and looking after this nice house and everything. I’ve even made a couple of friends. Now it looks as though I’ll be back in Stepney before Christmas – God knows where we’ll live.’ To Helen’s dismay, Effie’s chin started to wobble and her eyes filled with tears.


Helen patted her shoulder. ‘Please don’t worry about it, Effie. Let me change and see what the RAF man wants, then we can sit down and put our heads together, eh?’


Effie gave a little smile. ‘Thank you, Mrs Wentworth. And as for you, young lady, haven’t you heard the saying children should be seen and not heard?’ Dorothy, suddenly shy, put a finger in her mouth and clung to her mother’s skirt.


‘Would you be a dear and take a tea tray in for the gentleman while I make myself presentable?’ Helen asked.


‘Of course, I will, Miss, and I’ll make one for you as well. It’ll warm you up a bit after the drenching you’ve had. I made some bread pudding yesterday, so I’ll put some on a plate with the tea. He looks like the sort of man who likes his food.’


Helen grinned to herself as she hurried upstairs, unbuttoning the collar of her blouse as she went. How Effie could tell that a man liked his food when she’d just met him, she didn’t know, but it looked as though she could be a right laugh; Helen would miss her if she left. I’ll do all I can to help keep her here, she thought, already feeling a glow of affection for the woman and her two children. With her head down, she didn’t see her stepfather above her on the staircase until they collided.


‘Whoa there,’ Gavin said, catching her shoulders to steady her as she wobbled on the step.


‘I’m fine now, thank you,’ she said, pulling away while pressing a hand against her chest to keep the top of her blouse closed.


‘What’s the hurry?’


‘I can’t stop,’ she said stiffly, aware that he had noticed the disarrangement of her clothing. His gaze drifted down over her breasts. ‘There’s an officer downstairs who wants to speak to me. If you’ll excuse me,’ she added.


There was a brief, uncomfortable pause, and finally Helen put out a hand and gave him a firm push. Gavin’s hands left her shoulders as he steadied himself with the banister. The staircase was wide enough for her to dart past, but he was still watching her as she hurried up the last flight of stairs and into her room.


Locking the door, she quickly undressed and dried herself with a rough towel hanging on the back of the door. She pulled a lightweight pale-blue woollen dress from her wardrobe and stepped into it, kicking off her shoes as she did so and stepping into her slippers. At once her toes started to warm up after being in the wet shoes for so long. She ran a brush through her hair and watched in the dressing-table mirror as her damp curls bounced back into shape around her shoulders. Clipping them back from her face with two tortoiseshell clasps, she leant in to the mirror and gave her face one final check, then reached for a lipstick, quickly applying a layer of colour. Pursing her lips together and checking her teeth weren’t stained, she headed back downstairs, first making sure that her stepfather wasn’t loitering on the staircase.


‘I’m sorry to have kept you,’ she apologized as she joined the inspector, gesturing for him to sit down.


‘Shall I be mother?’ he asked as he reached for the teapot set out on a silver tray on the occasional table between them. She noticed his strong hands and long fingers as he picked up her mother’s best bone china teapot and poured the tea without spilling it.


For a few minutes they made conversation about the weather, and whether Helen had settled in since her move back to Biggin Hill. The inspector asked if she preferred living in the country to the bustle of London and assisting her late husband with his parliamentary work. Although he was perfectly pleasant, it felt a little like she was being examined under a magnifying glass. Helen made polite answers without being overly friendly.


Eventually, as he lifted a plate with a generous slice of Effie’s bread pudding, she took the opportunity to ask why he was there. ‘I assume you haven’t come all the way to Biggin Hill to pass the time of day, Inspector. Do you have any new information about my husband’s death? I’m still unsure why the police and the RAF were at my home when it was a simple gas explosion. The loss is devastating enough for me, let alone this idea that’s forming in my mind of something else having happened.’


The inspector nodded in acknowledgement. ‘My reason for coming here is twofold. Apart from taking tea with you on this abysmal day, I’m reporting for duty at the airfield. I’ll be based there for the foreseeable future, along with much of my department.’


Helen was surprised. ‘Are you a pilot?’


‘No, I’m an RAF police officer,’ he said, tapping the badge on his sleeve. ‘Just as other services have their police divisions, so does the RAF. I’m an RAF police detective, working for the special investigation branch. It’s a job that sees me move from place to place, so you may spot me around the area.’


Helen was thoughtful as she absorbed this information. She still didn’t understand why he’d come to The Maples, when he could simply have written to her with any updates on the case. She’d never shown any interest in him as a man; in fact, apart from his brief appearance at John’s funeral to pay his respects, their only meeting had been on that awful day at her London home. ‘You said there was another reason?’


He put down his plate and cleared his throat. ‘I am also here to inform you that your husband’s death was not an accident. I will be undertaking further investigations, and I hope that you will be able to help me with my enquiries.’


Helen froze. ‘Whatever do you mean, it wasn’t an accident? Why, he died in a gas explosion. Are you saying somebody deliberately caused the explosion?’


‘I’m not able to give you much information at this time. All I will say is that the explosion was a deliberate attempt to cover up your husband’s murder.’


Helen had to pause for a moment to collect her thoughts. ‘Would this be because of his work as a Member of Parliament? I can’t think why anyone would want to kill John. He was such a dear man – he wouldn’t have hurt a soul.’ She gripped the arm of her chair, suddenly feeling faint.


He leant forward a little, concerned. ‘Helen – Mrs Wentworth – try to take slow, deep breaths. This has come as a shock to you.’


She sat back and closed her eyes. As if it wasn’t bad enough to have lost her husband, and her home, she now had to try and understand why someone would have wanted to kill him. ‘Of course I’ll try to help in any way I can. I should be able to make a list of his acquaintances. I’m afraid his diary was left in our home, otherwise I could give you much more information now. I do have our address book with me, though, and that may help . . .’ She took a breath, trying to gather her thoughts. Thank goodness her mother wasn’t in the room – she would only be making a fuss about what the neighbours would think. A murder in the family was not something one chatted about at social events, after all, and Hillary Davis would be desperate to brush it under the carpet. Skeletons in the family cupboard might be amusing when they were centuries-old anecdotes for a cocktail party; but something like this was much too close to home. Helen knew her mother would take to her bed rather than face what was happening.


‘I’ll do all I can to assist you,’ she assured the inspector again. ‘Have you any idea at all who could have done this monstrous thing?’


He cleared his throat, looking a little embarrassed. He badly wanted to believe that the woman in front of him was genuinely concerned over the death of her husband, but . . . ‘At the moment we have no clear suspects, and that is why I’m interviewing everyone who was known to your husband.’


It was only then that Helen realized he had not come to give her an update, but to tell her that she was a suspect on his list of potential murderers.
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The next half hour passed in a blur. Helen went through the motions of finishing her conversation with the inspector and agreed to be interviewed formally by him the next day. It was clear to him that she was in no state to continue now; she was actually starting to shiver. Whether this was because of the recent rain shower or the news of how her husband had lost his life, he couldn’t say.


Later, with her mother and stepfather off to the golf club, Helen found herself alone in the house, Hillary’s words still ringing in her ears: ‘Sort out that woman’s children, or I’ll send them all packing.’ Hillary had not asked why Richard Gladstone had visited the house, still assuming he was Helen’s gentleman caller – not that she’d ever had a visitor of the opposite sex even step over the threshold before. If she hadn’t moved to London to work, she might well have still been a spinster.


At least now she could chat with Effie, she decided, carrying the tea tray through to the kitchen, where she found the housekeeper peeling potatoes for their evening meal.


‘Let me take that, Miss Helen. I could’ve come in for it. You only had to ring the bell.’


Helen shook her head. Hell would have to freeze over before she used one of the strategically placed bells her mother had installed throughout the house to summon Effie. ‘No, I’m fine. I’ll rinse these and leave them on the drainer. I don’t want to hold you up when you’re so busy.’


Effie used the back of her hand to brush away a few stray hairs from her flushed face. Although she wore a voluminous white apron supplied by her mistress, she always appeared dishevelled as she dashed from one job to another. Now, with her two children to worry about as well, she seemed even more stressed. ‘There’s fresh tea in the pot if you’d like a cup – that’s if you don’t mind pouring it yourself,’ she said, stabbing a knife into the potato she held to remove a stubborn eye.


Helen reached for two earthenware mugs from the dresser and poured the amber liquid, adding a dash of milk to both. ‘Here you are,’ she said, placing the mug close to where Effie was working. She sat down at the other side of the large wooden table. ‘I enjoy cooking myself, you know. With so much spare time on my hands, perhaps I could help out here – that’s if you don’t mind?’ She smiled.


Effie looked worried. ‘I don’t know about that, Miss Helen. Your mother will have my guts for garters if she thinks for one minute I’m slacking in my work, and you having to help me, like . . .’


‘But you wouldn’t be. I’d make it clear to my mother that I wanted to help out.’


Effie nodded, but she didn’t look convinced. ‘I hope you don’t mind me asking – had you thought much about finding yourself a job? There’s talk of young women taking on more work for the war effort. After you worked so hard for that husband of yours, you’d be snapped up like a shot. I overheard your mother telling someone when they came to tea. She was singing your praises, and your late husband’s too. You don’t want to be stuck here in this house wasting your life away, after all you’ve done.’


Helen noted the wistful look on Effie’s face. ‘But what about you, Effie – have you not thought of doing something yourself, other than waiting on my family hand and foot? So many women are leaving domestic service nowadays, and earning much more than what my mother must be paying.’


‘It’s good of you to think of me, Miss, but with my two kids back here there’s not much I can do. Not many people will want to take me on with two children in tow. Like your mother.’ Effie shook her head. ‘I don’t think she likes children.’


Helen felt Effie had summed up her mother perfectly. Although she had been very well cared for as a little girl, it had really been her late father who showed her love, much more than her mother. Hillary had seemed unable to cope with a child: she spoke to Helen as an adult and expected her to reply in the same manner. Helen’s younger years were spent minding her manners, making sure that her ribbon bows stayed neatly in her hair and that she didn’t speak or play with the rougher kids in the school playground. At the age of eleven she had been moved to a boarding school and out of her mother’s house, which had suited Helen admirably as she’d started to enjoy being a typical little girl and having friends. ‘Yes, I must admit The Maples isn’t an ideal place to live with children, given my mother’s feelings on the matter.’ She decided there and then that she would do her utmost to be a friend to Effie.


‘I did think of going back home to Stepney, but that’s not possible at the moment. The landlord has let out the house, so it would mean staying at my mum’s place. You think you’ve got problems, well, you should meet my mum,’ Effie grinned.


Helen chuckled. ‘Goodness, is she that bad?’


Effie only laughed in reply as she cut the potato into four pieces and dropped them into a pan of cold water. ‘You must miss your home,’ she said, changing the subject. ‘And your husband. How bad was the damage to your flat?’


Helen looked at Effie and could tell the question was thoughtful, not just a passing enquiry. To her surprise, she felt a tear fall onto her cheek and she coughed, trying to clear the lump that had suddenly formed in her throat. She wasn’t used to kind comments in this house. ‘It’s not so much the damage to my home, it’s more that . . .’ She couldn’t speak.


‘Aw, Miss, I do understand – you can’t live there now your husband’s passed on. Mum was the same after Dad died, so she went to live with my Aunt May in Southend for a while. Now she’s back and as right as rain. Give it a while, eh?’


‘No . . . I’m not worried about living in the home that I shared with John. But the RAF police detective who visited earlier is investigating his death.’


‘Investigating?’ Effie dropped a large potato into the water, causing it to slop over onto the table. Helen helped her wipe it up and apologized for startling her.


‘It was a shock for me as well. He’s coming back here to interview me tomorrow.’


‘Well, that RAF copper better not upset you, or he won’t be getting any more of my cake,’ Effie huffed.


Helen smiled at her new friend. ‘RAF copper’ didn’t sound quite as important as the role she knew Richard Gladstone held. She understood that he was equal to a detective inspector and also held an important rank in the RAF. What she didn’t know was why he was leading this investigation into John’s death, and not someone from the Metropolitan Police. John had been a high-profile MP – so surely Scotland Yard should have been involved?


There must be a reason, she thought, but she shrugged as she answered Effie. ‘Maybe we’ll know more once he interviews me tomorrow. He will have to see I have nothing to add to what I’ve told him already. Oh, my goodness,’ she added, clapping her hands to her mouth. ‘I forgot – I’m supposed to be somewhere else tomorrow. I’ll hardly make it home before he arrives.’ Noticing Effie’s surprise, as Helen had hardly left the house since moving home, she felt she should explain. ‘I saw a card in the shop window: some of the local women have formed a sewing circle. It’s meeting tomorrow in the church hall. I’ve spoken to the vicar’s wife about it, so it will seem rude if I don’t attend. I did explain that I’m not much of a dressmaker, but she says there will be other projects to try my hand at, and people there only too willing to teach me.’ She gave a sigh. ‘Look at me – reduced to attending a sewing circle. My life used to be so busy . . .’


Effie leant across the table and patted her hand. ‘I’d heard about that group. I wish I could find time to go along myself, but being so busy with the house – and now the kids being here – it’s out of the question. You must go, if only to take your mind off your problems. If that copper arrives before you get home, I’ll fill him up with tea and cake to buy you some time. On the condition you tell me all about the group.’


Helen’s face twitched as she tried not to laugh. Hadn’t Effie not long said she’d never give Richard Gladstone another slice of cake? ‘That’s very kind of you. I intend to dust off my bicycle; that should get me home a little quicker. I wonder what I’ll find at the group?’ she said, feeling a little thread of excitement at the thought of doing something different with her day. Which reminded her . . . ‘Effie, would you give me a hand taking my husband’s trunk up to my room? Mother keeps reminding me the hall is not the place to store it, and now my stepfather is moaning too. At least then I can unpack it in private and decide what to do with the contents. I don’t know exactly what the porter has packed, and I’m not looking forward to it; but I do need to get it done.’


‘Of course I will, Miss Helen. You really have no idea what’s inside?’


Helen shrugged, shaking her head. ‘I suppose it must be clothing from the wardrobe and other personal effects. John’s mother asked at the funeral about a few family heirlooms that were on his desk, so I wrote to the porter asking for them to be boxed up and sent to her. I’ve not heard any more, so I assume that’s been done. But really, that’s enough about me. Before we go and deal with the trunk, why don’t you tell me something about your life before you arrived here to work for us?’


‘There’s not much to tell really, Miss. I was born and brought up in the Edmonton area. That’s over North London way,’ she added, seeing Helen’s questioning look. ‘Later I moved to Stepney, when I got married. We was quite happy there, but after my old man went off to do his bit in the army and the girls’ school told us mums we should be considering sending the kiddies away from London for their safety – well, it made me start thinking about our future. I don’t know; do you think it’s wrong of me to hope for a bit more out of life?’


‘No, of course not. We should all keep looking ahead, especially now that we have this horrible war to contend with. Why, parents should never lose sight of what’s best for their children.’


‘Thank you, Miss. It seems like more than six months ago I packed their little cases and walked them to the school to join their classmates. Do you know they was all labelled? It reminded me of the butcher when he labels the weight of the chickens for Christmas.’ She giggled. ‘Silly of me, eh?’


Helen smiled. ‘It must have been a sight to behold, all those children waiting to set off on their adventures. I did see photographs in the papers at the time and I believe there was something on Pathé News about it at the cinema. It made me thankful I didn’t have any children myself to say goodbye to.’


‘You were never blessed then, Miss? I mean, you and your husband didn’t . . .’


Helen blushed slightly. ‘No, you could say we weren’t blessed; but then, we were only married a couple of years. Who knows what might have happened in the future? Tell me what happened next,’ she said, bringing the subject back to Effie’s children.


‘Well, Miss, I received a letter from the kids to say they’d arrived. They wrote the name of the town – it was somewhere called Chard. Have you heard of it?’


‘I know of the area, but I’ve never visited. I’m led to believe Somerset is a beautiful county.’


‘Yes, Miss, in the short time that it was hinted where the children would go, I took myself off to the lending library and looked in an encyclopaedia. It was the lovely countryside and the threats of bombing back in London that had me decide to move away and find myself a job in the country as well. Knowing the girls would be away for a while, as would my husband, my plan was to find a little home to rent and make cosy for when my family returned to me. Now, well, I don’t know what to do. I feel such a failure.’


Helen admired Effie’s plans for her family’s future, although she did wonder why the woman had chosen to settle down so close to an airfield. When John was alive, he’d remarked that he thought it reckless of Helen’s mother to stay in the Biggin Hill area as ‘anything could happen’ with the airfield being so nearby. The memory of those words caused a shiver to run through her, but she pulled herself together and tried to focus on Effie’s dilemma. ‘Please don’t feel you have failed. After all, you have Dorothy and Jane living here with you, so you know they’re safe. That’s the most important job you have. It wasn’t your fault they were sent back. I’m sure we can come up with something, if we put our heads together.’


‘That’s good of you, Miss; but what about your mother? I’m not sure your father will want youngsters under his feet, either.’


‘He’s not my father,’ Helen snapped back before apologizing. ‘I’m sorry – it’s just that he doesn’t feel like a father to me. He married my mother when I was eleven years old. I was sent away to boarding school and I’ve not had much to do with him since then.’ She glanced down into her lap. ‘When I finished school I took a secretarial course, then went to work in London.’


Effie nodded. ‘At least in a house this size, you don’t have to live in each other’s pockets. Where I come from, we had no choice. The house we rented was a two-up, two-down with a lavvie out the back that we shared with next door. Oh, it was clean,’ she was quick to add. ‘I was always on my knees with a scrubbing brush. But it wasn’t what I wanted for my children.’ She looked out the window to where the girls were throwing a ball back and forth. ‘I need to make some decisions,’ she said, wringing her hands together. ‘If only I knew more people in the area, I could ask about places to rent.’
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