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For Tom Grant




When you see millions of the mouthless dead

Across your dreams in pale battalions go,

Say not soft things as other men have said,

That you’ll remember. For you need not so.

Give them not praise. For, deaf, how should they know

It is not curses heaped on each gashed head?

Nor tears. Their blind eyes see not your tears flow.

Nor honour. It is easy to be dead.

Say only this, ‘They are dead’. Then add thereto,

‘Yet many a better one has died before’.

Then, scanning all the o’ercrowded mass, should you

Perceive one face that you loved heretofore

It is a spook. None wears the face you knew.

Great death has made all his for evermore.

CHARLES HAMILTON SORLEY
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He had wandered along port side and stopped to lean against the rail, absorbed by the heaving, tussocky swell of the water, its blue distances braided with white like veins in marble. He found he had a taste for staring at the waves as they bumped drunkenly along; for observing how, whipped up by the wind, they started piling and tottering and crashing against one another. The previous night they had stirred so massively that it seemed impossible the boat should ride them – a ceaseless whump, whump against the bows, and the comical tilt of the deck. It was almost seesawing. He cowered in his cabin, fearing the ocean was about to overwhelm them.

It never did. In the morning the ship ploughed on, the sea restored to its ponderous sway. The disturbances of the night were behind them, dissolved like a bad dream. He was drinking in the bright morning, when of a sudden, about fifty yards ahead, a flash of something silvery darted across his eyeline. Another, and then another came, until a shoal of them were leaping in sequence as neatly as a Busby Berkeley chorus line. Fish that could fly! He laughed to see them, and looked round for another passenger to share the moment – but it was early, and he was alone. Later, at lunch, he learnt that flying fish weren’t actually capable of powered flight, they simply launched themselves from the water and used their pectoral fins to glide for a few hundred feet. ‘To escape predators’, came the explanation.

He thought about the verb to fly. Obviously its principal meaning was to move through the air, as those remarkable fish did. But the word had multiple nuances, including to flee, to escape. He remembered a teacher at his grammar school explaining the word in Macbeth. When Banquo and Fleance are ambushed by the killers, Banquo urges his son not to run but to ‘Fly, good Fleance, fly, fly, fly!’ More curious still, it contained an opposite meaning – not to flee but to attack, as in to fly at someone, or to let fly. In falconry the word didn’t even require a preposition: hawks fly rooks. He liked this word that faced forward and back, that both pursued and ran away, that looked for a fight and took to its heels.

‘Why don’t you fly? Everyone flies now,’ said a friend when he first announced his plan to visit New York. Not everyone. He had reached his middle fifties without ever having boarded an aeroplane, or ever wanting to. He had been born in 1892, of a generation that was not inclined to be airborne – much like Neville Chamberlain, ill and grey-faced, obliged as Prime Minister to take his very first flight at the age of seventy, to go to Munich and talk to Hitler. What was more unnerving to him at the time, the prospect of being shunted in a metal tube through the clouds, or negotiating over the future of Europe with a madman? He was dead, poor Chamberlain, just over a year later, from cancer. That plane was a bird of ill-omen. Now the world shall remember him only for his moment on the airfield, waving the piece of paper – his white flag.

Whenever anyone asked him about flying he would reply with the joke of the two caterpillars gazing at a butterfly overhead, one saying to the other, ‘You’ll never get me up in one of those.’ In any case, he regarded the calm of an Atlantic cruise not merely as a pleasure but a requirement. If he were to compose this memoir he would need the meditative view of the horizon, the wide stroll of the deck, the civilised rhythms of life on board. Most of all he would need the monkish confines of his cabin, where he might lie on his cot, smoking, reading, or scratching away in his little notebook, a few words at a time. It was his fancy he should take to the cloistered life, for he could stand a great deal of solitude. Perhaps only the man who has known a lifetime of institutional routine can truly appreciate this boon: time to oneself. Not that he meant to shun company. If he tired of his cell he could take the clanging staircase to the deck, roam the lounges, park himself at the bar and chat with whosoever of the other 1,522 passengers happened to pass by – which was, he noted, almost exactly the number of souls lost on the sinking of the Titanic. He would keep that to himself.

He called it a memoir, but he knew it was not exactly that. He didn’t want to give an account of his life, eventful as it had been. He had lived through two world wars, one of them as a soldier, and the reign of five different monarchs. He had served as a police officer for nigh on thirty years, in which time he had pursued as many cases – and probably solved as many – as any other copper had done. On retiring as a detective inspector earlier that year he was pleased, though hardly flattered, to hear his career described as ‘distinguished’. It was the word that got bandied around upon the retirement of any long-time public servant who had managed not to disgrace himself or damage the office. For the most part he conducted himself with honour; he didn’t consider himself a hero, or a coward. He had carried out his duties with diligence, upheld the principles of law and order, earned the respect of his colleagues. So he told himself.

He might have looked back on his years in the force as quite unexceptional had it not been for the accident of a single case that was, in its time, wildly notorious, and had become in the years since the material of legend. The crime was a domestic murder, but the circumstances surrounding it, the investigation and trial following it, and the outcome attending it, had elevated the case to the cloud-capped peaks of unfathomability. That titan of newspaper criticism, the lately deceased James Agate, was not alone in calling it ‘the perfect murder’, insofar as every piece of evidence had been examined, every solution mulled over . . . and still the identity of the murderer remained unsolved. It had become a classic of criminology, and it was his purpose to shed some light, howsoever faint, into its labyrinthine darkness.

He found himself enjoying the ocean-going life. The ship was, he realised, a floating miniature of the native class system. Those subtle differences that passed beneath the surface of ‘polite society’ on terra firma were magnified here in unignorable proximity; indeed, they were openly demarcated: first class, and second class. It seemed they had done away with steerage, though he couldn’t be certain. The first-class lounge was redolent of a suburban golf club wherein ample-bottomed Rotary stalwarts and their wives played bridge, drank gin, read The Times, and warily engaged their neighbours in games of softly-softly one-upmanship (‘Were you not at Cowes this year?’). The second-class lounge, where he ventured in a spirit of anthropological curiosity, turned out to be much the same, except for a more plentiful supply of peanuts, poker instead of bridge, and no jewellery worth stealing. Mindful of the novels and films set on board liners he had expected to bump into card sharps, hot-eyed vamps, cashiered officers, a flighty heiress or two. So far the company had been wanly prosaic. Passengers drifted about like sheep, mute, incurious, waiting for their next big feed.

He doubted the quality, of the food at least, but his fellow cruisers appeared to down it very willingly. A man next to him at breakfast dined on grapefruit, cornflakes, bacon and eggs, toast and marmalade, black pudding – and then asked the waiter to bring some kippers, which he thought rather heartless of him. Luncheon, following close on its heels, involved boiled salmon, chicken livers or veal escalope, served with salad leaves that looked not so much wilted as depressed. On the next table were the mother and daughter he had first spied on the gangplank at Southampton. The former was a thin-lipped fusspot, well-dressed, fiftyish, with a stridulous note in her voice that sounded like an unoiled hinge. The latter was a somewhat plain girl, awkwardly tall, and (he deduced) unmarried, which would explain her mother’s pernickety ways, chivvying her along and scolding her if she slouched. Plain, and a touch poignant in the hopeful little smile she would flash at a stranger, as she did to him when they happened to catch one another’s eye in the lunch queue.

On seeing them at the rail in the afternoon he sidled over for a chat.

‘So you’ve found your sea legs, then?’ he said to the girl, recalling her stricken pallor when the boat began its lurching waltz yesterday. But now the hesitant expression on her face conveyed alarm.

‘I beg your pardon?’ she said in a strangled voice, as though he had just made a grossly unwelcome advance. It must have been the mention of ‘legs’. He asked, more straightforwardly, if she had recovered from her seasickness. At that her features relaxed and she smiled in affirmation. The mother – Mrs Tarrant – had turned a coldly inquiring eye on him, her mouth tensed at the intrusion, so he introduced himself with all politeness.

‘Key?’ she said in echo of his name. ‘We once had a vicar named Key. Remember, Lydia?’

The girl nodded, and, as if his clerical namesake had somehow sanctified his existence, they were all amiability after that. The pair were taking a holiday together while the husband, a director at Shell, was on a posting abroad. Miss Tarrant – Lydia – was perhaps twenty-nine or thirty, and patient with Mother. She also made allowances for her petty-mindedness. When two middle-aged ladies bustled past them in a cloud of cigarette smoke and laughter Mrs Tarrant’s muttered remark (‘dreadfully common’) brought a blush to the daughter’s face, followed quickly by an apologetic wince in his direction. Both were impressed on learning of his former occupation. The police officer was a figure to be either feared or reverenced; he could always tell which side people fell on.

‘And by your accent I’d say you’re from somewhere up north,’ said Miss Tarrant. ‘Scotland, is it?’

He laughed. ‘Not that far north. Liverpool. Born and raised.’

And so he yarned a little about his professional life as they loitered at the rail and the ship heaved along, throwing up flashpowder trails of white in its wake. He polished up some favourite cases, small change, worn smooth as old sixpences but no less fascinating to his new companions, who knew little of robbery and assault and the career criminal. He found it gratifying to have listeners of such innocence, for almost every tale of wrongdoing tended to reflect a certain cavalier dash upon the teller – the one who had braved the violent streets. He declined, however, to mention the case uppermost in his thoughts. He felt he needed a clear run at it, in the quiet of his cabin, and that to offer a peep around the curtain at this stage might put him off his stroke.

By the time they had finished talking the sky had assumed a grey, bilious complexion and the deck was empty of other passengers. They gazed down from the stern on the receding miles of ocean, and Miss Tarrant said, in a musing voice, ‘Just look at all that water we’ve left behind – how it seems to be racing after us!’

‘Let’s hope it doesn’t catch us up,’ he replied.
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Liverpool, January 1931. A bleak and cheerless month, in a city feeling the first bite of the Depression. It was still the largest port in the country, but the ships came down the Mersey less frequently now. The transatlantic passenger trade had gone south, and the docks were at the start of a long decline. Work had become scarce. In the morning your breath clouded on the raw blue-misted air, you stamped your feet like the rest of them waiting at the stop for trams and buses. The roads forlorn at twilight; the tall-shadowed, fog-shrouded evenings when you felt the damp in your bones and heard the distant lowing of horns from the river. The rumble of the Overhead Railway, like a ghost train. To cross the town at night was to wade through a murk of coal smoke and smuts, through dank, clinging smells from tanneries, breweries, factories, while the salt air from the estuary filled your nose and throat. You would pass blurred figures huddled on steps, wonder at the soot-stained courts and the lives cramped within their narrow walls, glimpse dread in the cobbled lanes and passageways. He had known streets in this city that policemen feared to venture down.

Further north lay Anfield, whose red-bricked terraces huddled tight against the winter cold. Dreary but respectable, graceless but sturdy, this was a neighbourhood of the aspirant lower-middle classes, clerks, publicans, shopkeepers, the worker bees of the Liverpudlian economy. Houses where they kept the front doorstep scrubbed and the net curtains clean. Anfield, where the Wallaces lived, at 29 Wolverton Street. William Herbert Wallace had met his wife Julia while he was working for the Liberal Party in Harrogate. The couple moved to Liverpool in 1914, and Wallace took up a post as an agent collecting insurance premiums for the Prudential Assurance Company. They were now both in their early fifties, had no children, and led a quiet life together. If friends or relations came to call they would be entertained in the parlour, sometimes with music: Julia played the piano, Wallace accompanied her on the violin.

He also belonged to the Liverpool Central Chess Club, which convened twice a week at the City Café on North John Street. Here the story properly begins. At 7.15 p.m. on the evening of Monday 19 January, a phone call came through to the club and was answered by a waitress.

A man’s voice asked, ‘Is Mr Wallace there?’

The waitress replied that she wasn’t sure, pushed open the door of the telephone booth and looked over the room. No sign of Wallace, but she spotted the club captain Samuel Beattie and asked him to deal with it. Beattie told the caller that Wallace was expected that evening for a club fixture – his name was posted on the noticeboard. The man explained that he had some business to put Wallace’s way and asked to leave a message: the insurance agent should call at his home, seven-thirty tomorrow evening. He supplied his name, R. M. Qualtrough, and his address, 25 Menlove Gardens East.

About half an hour later Beattie spotted Wallace across the room, engrossed in a game. He went over to deliver the phone message. Wallace looked blank: Qualtrough? He’d never heard of him. But he made a note of the appointment and address, in block letters. Business wasn’t so steady that he could turn down work, even from a stranger. He discussed the matter on his way home that night with a fellow clubman and neighbour, James Caird. The following day, Tuesday 20 January, brought rain. Wallace took a tram to nearby Clubmoor where he did his collections. He was a familiar figure in these streets, a tall, gaunt man, bespectacled and moustached, with a long stride. His stiff collar and tie lent him an elderly Victorian aspect, and his sallow complexion hinted at something valetudinarian: he had been troubled by a kidney condition for years.

At two o’clock he had completed his morning rounds and returned home. Julia was suffering from a cold. Over lunch they talked about his appointment that evening with Mr Qualtrough. Menlove Gardens was located four miles south, in a leafy residential district known as Calderstones; they occasionally visited the park there. Julia agreed that he should go; there might be work for him. The rain had gone off, so Wallace left behind his mackintosh in the hall before setting out again for Clubmoor, where he continued his calls until late afternoon.

At six-thirty that evening Wallace said goodbye to Julia and set out from Wolverton Street on his errand. He walked south and caught a tram on Belmont Road, then a second tram at the junction of Lodge Lane and Smithdown Road, asking the conductor if he knew the address he was bound for. The man didn’t, but told Wallace he should change at Penny Lane. Ten minutes later he alighted from the tram and boarded another for Calderstones, and again inquired about directions from the conductor; as they were passing a road off Menlove Avenue he advised his passenger to alight – that was Menlove Gardens. Wallace nosed around this triangular network of roads for some minutes. He had found Menlove Gardens North, and South, and West, but to his bafflement there appeared to be no Menlove Gardens East. He asked several passers-by if they knew the address – none of them did. He retraced his steps and knocked at 25 Menlove Gardens West, thinking the address might have been misheard, but the woman who answered the door knew nothing of a Mr Qualtrough.

He stopped to ask a policeman on his beat, and then at a post office and a newsagent’s, where he was offered a local directory to consult. His inquiries all drew a blank; there was no Menlove Gardens East, and apparently no Qualtrough either. Tired and bewildered, Wallace crossed the road and caught a tram back to Anfield. At eight-forty-five John and Florence Johnston were leaving their house on Wolverton Street by the back door when they encountered Wallace, their next-door neighbour, in the shared back entry. He appeared to be in some confusion. He explained that he’d been out for a couple of hours and had returned to find both front door and back fastened against him. Johnston suggested that he try the back door again; if it still wouldn’t open he would try it himself. Wallace re-entered the yard at the back of his house, and this time the door opened without trouble. The Johnstons waited while he disappeared inside, and for a full minute nothing was heard. Then footsteps returned: Wallace, pale, agitated, his voice in a tremble – ‘Come and see. She’s been killed.’

He led his neighbours into the house, through the hall, where the parlour door stood open. There, crumpled across the rug in front of the gas fire, lay Julia Wallace, the left side of her head a pulpy mess of bone, brain tissue and blood. A stunned silence held for a moment; then Wallace, immobile over his wife’s body, stooped down and felt her left hand. Mrs Johnston, in shock, also leaned down to touch the dead woman’s hand. Johnston told them he was going to fetch the police, and hurried off. In the kitchen Wallace found that a cabinet had been wrenched open and a cashbox containing Prudential money rifled. Upstairs, in the middle bedroom, he found an ornamental jar containing a roll of pound notes untouched. In a seeming daze he returned to the parlour, Mrs Johnston in attendance. Once more they stared at the scene in mute horror, until Wallace, edging around his wife’s corpse, bent forward to examine something. Tucked under the right shoulder was a mackintosh. ‘Is that yours?’ asked Mrs Johnston. He took a closer look, and confirmed it, yes, it was his. This too was soaked in blood.

The first policeman on the scene was a constable, Williams, who examined the murdered woman. He felt her right wrist, found a faint warmth but no pulse. He listened as Wallace recounted the story of his evening in Menlove Gardens. Then both men searched the house. There was nothing untoward upstairs except for some disarray in the front bedroom where the bedclothes had been half torn away, exposing the mattress, and some of Julia’s hats and clothes had been thrown onto it. Back downstairs Wallace pointed out the broken cabinet and the cashbox, from which he thought perhaps four pounds had been stolen. None of Julia’s money had been taken from her handbag.

Next to arrive was the police pathologist, Dr MacFall, an avuncular character with long experience in murder cases. He set to work immediately in the blood-spattered parlour. Examining the corpse he deduced that the killer’s first blow had caused the gaping wound at the left side of the head; multiple other blows had crushed the skull and caused blood to spurt over the floor and the walls. It was almost certain she had been sitting down when her assailant struck her. More difficult to determine was when she had died. The two methods of estimating the time elapsed after death were body temperature, and the progress of rigor mortis. The latter was known to be unreliable, yet for some reason MacFall chose this method to make his vital calculation, and omitted to cross-check it by measuring the body temperature. It was nearing ten o’clock when he first examined the body, still warm, and he subsequently asserted in his report that death had most probably occurred about two hours before his arrival: that is, around eight o’clock that night.

It was a few minutes after ten when CID showed up at the house. Hubert Moore, the superintendent, examined the crime scene and quickly consulted with PC Williams and another sergeant who had been waiting in the kitchen with Wallace and the Johnstons. They soon established that there was no sign of forced entry, no sign of a struggle with the victim – and no sign of a murder weapon. Some money stolen, a disordered bedroom, but nothing else. There was no telephone at the Wallace house, so Moore drove to the station in Anfield Road to telephone the police headquarters at Cheapside, Dale Street. They in turn alerted each police division, launching a city-wide search of lodging houses, night houses, beer vaults, pubs, railway stations. At this stage the only fix they had on the culprit was the likelihood of his clothes being bloodstained.

By eleven o’clock the house at Wolverton Street was swarming with detectives, police photographers, medical orderlies. The hunt for the killer was underway.
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