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Ten people who speak make more noise than ten thousand who are silent


NAPOLEON BONAPARTE




Prologue


Goodwood Racing Track, Easter Monday 11 April, 1955


Superintendent McGregor laid out a tartan rug and opened the picnic basket. The grassy bank was dotted with couples relaxing in the blazing sunshine, the men with jackets off and the women lazing amid a sea of sugar-starched underskirts and the layers of bright fabric that overlaid them. On the other side of the track, three drivers in grey overalls were swigging American beer straight from the bottle as they discussed the day’s programme and their chances on the track. As if to illustrate whatever point they were making, a racing car whizzed past and pulled in at a pit stop. The buzz and roar of the engines was overwhelming. Mirabelle smiled as the drivers became increasingly animated, one of them pointing at the bend, shouting over the noise of the other cars, conjecturing how to take it at speed.


‘It’s a good spot,’ McGregor said. ‘The finish line is just over there.’


‘How fast do you think they go?’ Mirabelle asked, standing on tiptoes in her high heels, as she strained to see.


‘A bit faster than we managed coming up here, anyway.’


McGregor was good humoured but it hadn’t been an easy journey. The train had been packed, even in first class. The man sitting opposite them had had to give up reading the Telegraph because of the crush, and when he did, Mirabelle had had to give up squinting to make out the stories. The headline was about Africa – Kenya, in fact. Additional troops had been sent to quell what the paper termed ‘unrest’ but Mirabelle thought should be more accurately described as a nationalist uprising. There was a picture of a white man in a pith helmet sitting astride a bay horse. In the article there had been some discussion about the state of the British Empire, what with India having been lost. She wondered how it had concluded.


McGregor passed her a glass of Vimto. ‘You must be thirsty,’ he said.


Mirabelle sipped. It was the strangest taste – it occurred to her that children might like it but it was far too sweet.


‘Thanks,’ she said, noting with relief he’d also packed a thermos flask of tea. She hoped they’d move on to that soon. Then, glass in hand, she settled down on the rug, smoothing her sage-green skirt and drawing her legs elegantly to one side as another racing car took the bend and almost veered out of control. McGregor made a sound that indicated how close a call he considered it to be. Then he strained to keep the car in view as the driver pulled up ahead. ‘That’s Stirling Moss,’ he said, in admiration. ‘He’s tipped to be the British Champion – they say he’ll take the Grand Prix this summer. We’ve opened a book at the station.’


Mirabelle watched as the driver pulled in and sprang out of the car to shake hands with a chap in a suit. She closed her eyes, enjoying the warmth of the sun on her skin though she was glad of her plaited straw hat – at least it kept the glare off. When she opened her eyes again, McGregor was staring at her, a smile playing on his lips. She smiled back, meeting his gaze. It was pleasant to come out like this, together for the day.


‘Ah, it’s starting,’ he said.


Ahead several stewards with flags took their places and a line of cars formed, jostling like anxious horses. They made a colourful collection. Two Dutch vehicles were painted in orange livery and one Italian in red, but mostly the cars were British racing green. The engines roared intermittently as the drivers revved furiously. In response, the crowd bristled as people jostled to find a place from which to view the race. As far as Mirabelle could make out in both directions, there were rugs and picnic baskets along the grassy bank and beyond them an undulating crowd that moved as one, straining to catch a glimpse of the line-up. The tang of engine fuel thickened the hot air and over at the grandstand everyone turned towards the starting line.


Mirabelle sat up. In the pit stop opposite them a crowd of young men were shoving each other out of the way to get the best view of the starting line. Then, as she turned in the other direction, she caught a glimpse of something that was wrong. Among all the thousands of people in the crowd directing themselves towards the track, she spotted a girl moving smoothly away from it. As far as the eye could see people were closely packed but the girl was wearing a distinctive mauve hat constructed of starched cotton roses, so Mirabelle found it easy to pick her out. As she slipped past one fellow, Mirabelle watched her bump into him, quite on purpose, slip her hand into his pocket and remove a clip of banknotes. Mirabelle put down her Vimto as the flag behind her flourished and the cars took off in a concerted roar. The noise worked up to a crescendo. Immediately one of the Dutch vehicles pulled ahead. With everyone else transfixed by that, Mirabelle took off after the girl, who was slipping away through the tightly packed bodies. A couple of people tutted loudly as Mirabelle pushed past. For a moment she lost sight of the mauve hat, but then it appeared again to the left and she used her handbag like an oar cutting through water, pushing it ahead to part the crush of bodies. The buzz of the engines lassoed everyone’s attention as the cars raced by. A hundred yards from the track the crowd began to ease and Mirabelle managed to catch up. She laid a hand on the girl’s shoulder.


‘I saw what you did,’ she said. ‘I saw you pick his pocket.’ The girl tried to pull away. Up close, Mirabelle could see her dress was patched at the hem and her shoes were worn. ‘I’m sorry but you have to give back the money.’ She nodded towards the girl’s bag. ‘I won’t report you, but you can’t keep it.’


‘How about I gave you a quid or two, eh?’ The accent was pure cockney. ‘Split it with you.’


Mirabelle shook her head. ‘I’m sorry.’


The girl paused as if considering this. Then she pulled away and took off again, fast as a shot. Mirabelle ran in pursuit, dodging an ice-cream stall with a tight-pressed queue of eager children and following the line of bunting hoisted overhead as the crowd eased. Fast even in heels, she tackled the girl, bringing her down. Several spectators stared but nobody cut in.


‘I mean it,’ Mirabelle hissed. ‘Do you want me to fetch a policeman? I’m giving you a chance to do the right thing.’


The girl scrambled around to face her. ‘You hurt my knee,’ she said, indicating a graze on her pale skin.


‘I’m sorry, but you can’t go around thieving.’


The girl reached into her handbag and thrust the clip of notes into Mirabelle’s hand. ‘You take it back, if you’re so keen,’ she spat, getting to her feet and walking away smartly.


Mirabelle brushed the dust off her skirt. There was at least ten pounds in her hand. She sighed, staring in the direction she’d come. If she retraced her steps she’d recognise the fellow, she supposed. She made her way back past the Shell Oil stand and the kids queuing for ices and from there she cut into the crowd exactly where she’d emerged. Within sight of McGregor she laid a hand on the man’s arm. He was wearing a light linen jacket and his hat was finished with a blue and red ribbon, not dissimilar in pattern to the bunting overhead.


‘Here,’ she said, holding out the money. ‘I think you dropped this.’


The man glanced at her, clearly more interested in what was happening on the tarmac. ‘Oh yes. Thanks, love.’ He put his hand into his inside pocket to check it, and fumbled, feeling it empty. ‘That’s very decent of you.’


The woman beside him gave Mirabelle a dirty look as if this could only be some kind of ploy. She clasped the man’s elbow as if she was claiming him.


‘You got money on this race, do you?’ He was trying to be civil.


‘No. Just watching,’ Mirabelle said.


There was a screech of tyres as three cars rounded the corner in unison, jostling for pole position. The orange vehicle had not kept its lead. Several people jumped up and down and there was a cheer as they whizzed past.


‘Come on Beaumont!’ someone shouted. ‘Come on!’


‘I like these shorter races,’ the man confided. ‘They do an eight hour, you know. But you got to have stamina for that.’ He grinned. ‘Can I buy you a drink, love? After?’


‘Thanks,’ Mirabelle said, ‘but I’m with a friend.’


As she slipped back next to McGregor, he put his arm around her. ‘Are you all right? You just dodged off there.’


‘I had to powder my nose.’ She picked up her glass.


‘See that car? That one.’ McGregor pointed to a long vehicle painted green. It had the number ‘26’ on the side. ‘That’s Dougie Beaumont’s engine. Look at him. He rounded that corner and I thought he was going to take off. Fantastic driving.’ He sucked air through his teeth as the long car zoomed past. Ahead, an attendant stepped on to the track and waved a huge flag on a pole, cutting through the thick air as if he was mixing it. The crowd gasped. ‘Last lap,’ McGregor said, squeezing her shoulder.


The clutch of green and white cars pulsed ahead of the trailing red and orange ones but it was close – only a second or two between them. Mirabelle wondered if Beaumont was going to come in ahead of Moss – after all, if he beat the man tipped to win the Grand Prix, it would be exciting. They were travelling at such speed, too. As the cars appeared again the crowd froze and then a grumble started – like a roar in the belly of a giant. Beaumont and Moss were neck and neck as they rounded that last bend and then Beaumont pulled ahead, managing to wring just a little more power out of the engine when he needed it. McGregor shouted, ‘Yes! That’s some driving.’ And the crowd erupted as Beaumont’s car crossed the finish line only inches in the lead. Beside Mirabelle a pretty girl in a yellow frock spilled her champagne with excitement, scattering it on to the grass as she jumped up and down. Everyone was screaming. McGregor punched the air and Mirabelle grinned, floating on the cheers. It felt good to be part of something like this – everyone enjoying themselves together. Everyone celebrating.


The cars pulled in and the drivers slid out, removing their helmets in a smooth movement. Beaumont was surrounded immediately though he was tall so Mirabelle could still make him out. He was young and very handsome– his jaw chiselled like a film star’s. He was grinning as if he hadn’t expected to win – it was most endearing.


‘That was a great race. Fantastic!’ McGregor enthused.


Mirabelle watched as Beaumont flung his arms around his crew. He looked as if he might burst with pride – the widest smile she had ever seen. And then he spotted the woman – an older lady in a pink dress with a matching hat, loitering around the garage. The woman gave a curious little wave – only a flutter of her fingers – and Beaumont scrambled towards her, hesitating before he picked her up and spun her around. She laughed, hitting him lightly with her handbag and then wrapped her arms around him. His mother, Mirabelle thought. Well, that’s nice. From behind, Stirling Moss came to add his congratulations. He reached out a hand and Beaumont put down his mother and shook it. Someone appeared with a bottle of champagne and the crew moved in a jumble until the cork was popped. The crowd began to settle down, picnic baskets were opened again, people animatedly discussed the race and money changed hands. Mirabelle sank on to the tartan rug and McGregor dug out a bottle of beer. He reached over and kissed her lightly.


‘Would you like one of these?’ he asked, thinking he really ought to have brought bubbly.


Mirabelle grinned. ‘Why not?’ she said. ‘Let’s get stuck in, shall we?’


McGregor flipped open the bottle. She could smell the yeast and the barley even before she sipped it.


‘I don’t know how those lads manage it. Can you imagine the pressure and then the excitement? They must live on adrenalin.’ McGregor opened a bottle for himself.


‘Like you when you’re assigned a murder case?’ Mirabelle teased. ‘A juicy one?’


‘Me? You’re just as bad and you know it,’ he batted back. ‘And it’s not even your job!’


And then the crowd moved again – a ripple pulsing across as a white car set off on a practice run and people’s attention was immediately caught. Mirabelle got to her feet and strained to see who was driving. It was quite addictive, really. She wouldn’t have thought she’d get so drawn in.




Chapter 1


The path that leads on is lighted by one fire


Five months later


Brighton, 3.25 a.m., Sunday 25 September, 1955


Mirabelle awoke coughing and in confusion. The room was full of thick smoke. Panicked, she scrambled out of bed and opened the window to let in some fresh air. The smoke streamed out, funnelled through the void at the bottom of the frame. Her eyes stinging, she wasn’t convinced that opening the window had helped. She couldn’t even see as far as the pavement, never mind the seascape beyond. It took a moment to take in the seriousness of the situation. A fire. Here. At home. She lingered for a moment, woozy, before her training kicked in. Fires in the night had been common during the Blitz. She pulled a blanket off the mattress, flung the glass of water from her bedside over one corner of the material and then with her shoulders covered and the damp part of the blanket over her mouth, she dropped on to all fours and, wheezing, crawled into the living room. Immediately she toppled a pile of newspapers that was stacked by the sofa and blindly clambered over the detritus in the direction of the hallway. Her eyes were streaming now but she was afraid to close them and she knew rubbing would only make it worse. There was no sign of live flames here, not in the bedroom – not anywhere. She wondered momentarily where the blaze had started. This puzzle stopped her, as if she was frozen by indecision. She considered saving something – grabbing some of her possessions, but she couldn’t think where to start. Then there was a loud bang as the front door crashed open and the vague silhouette of a fireman appeared on the threshold.


‘Here,’ she shouted. ‘I’m here!’


The man grabbed her firmly by the arms and slung her efficiently over his shoulder, before carrying her into the entrance hall and down the main stairs. As the open door above receded, Mirabelle strained to keep her eyes open. Through painful lids, she could just make out tiny tongues of flame licking the banister on the second floor.


Outside, she gasped for breath in the cold night air as the man laid her gently on the pavement and a medic rushed forwards with a blanket. Her cough was rapid as machine gun fire. Behind her, a team of firemen unrolled a hose along the Lawns and she could just make out residents from further along the terrace congregated on the other side of the street in a dim huddle of pyjamas and velvet slippers. Someone was handing around mugs of tea.


‘Thank you,’ Mirabelle managed as she caught her breath. Her eyes were stinging.


‘We didn’t realise you were inside,’ the fireman said. ‘Thank God you opened that window. Do you know if there’s anyone else in the building?’


‘Mr Evans downstairs mostly stays in London – he works there. I don’t know if he’s in,’ Mirabelle spluttered. ‘And above, the flat was sold earlier this year. I’ve never seen anyone go in or out.’


The medic’s and the fireman’s eyes met as she began to breathe more easily. She lay back, the cold night air soothing her dry, gritty lids like a balm. Turning on her side, the blanket felt scratchy. She could just make out the shape of a body on a stretcher further along the pavement. Another medic was bent over it.


‘Who’s that?’ she asked, propping herself up. Perhaps Evans had been in after all.


‘That’s the fellow from upstairs, miss. You sure you don’t know his name?’


Mirabelle shook her head. ‘I didn’t know there was anyone up there. How awful.’


Mirabelle’s rescuer turned away as the men flocked round the engine to help jet a stream of water across the Lawns. He fell in as they moved into position to douse the flames. To the side, the other medic stood back from the man’s body. He shook his head. Mirabelle squinted to make out the corpse on the stretcher in the amber streetlight. His head was turned towards her. The eyes were glazed and she could just make out a shadow – a wide red welt around his neck. To one side the medic retrieved a piece of rope.


‘The police will want that, I expect,’ he said.


‘Did he hang himself?’ Mirabelle asked, as she tried to sit up further.


‘Now, now, miss,’ the man fussed. ‘There’s no point in getting worked up.’


He nodded at his friend to lay a sheet over the body. Mirabelle paused. It was odd but she could swear she had seen the man somewhere. Her bare feet were getting cold now and she tucked them under the thick fabric, drawing the blanket around her. Then she gave an involuntary shudder.


‘Don’t trouble yourself,’ the medic continued. ‘There’s nothing anyone could’ve done.’


‘But I didn’t even know he was there.’


‘People these days don’t always know their neighbours, miss. It’s not like before the war.’


‘Please,’ she insisted. ‘Let me see him again.’


The medic hesitated, then nodded at the other man who removed the sheet from the dead man’s face. Then it came to her. It was the racing driver – the young man with the strong jaw. With the mother.


‘I do know him,’ she said. ‘Well, I’ve seen him. He’s a driver. Beaumont? Is that the name?’


‘Blow me, she’s right. It’s Dougie Beaumont,’ the medic said. ‘That’s a tragedy.’


‘Why would he kill himself?’ Mirabelle kept her eyes steady on the welt round Dougie Beaumont’s neck. ‘I don’t understand.’


‘Now, now, miss. No point in getting exercised. You’ve identified the poor fellow. That’s a help.’


Two black Marias pulled up behind the fire engine and three uniformed policemen emerged to control the crowd that was forming along the pavement. Then Superintendent McGregor appeared beside Mirabelle. He crouched down and took her hand. She felt curiously detached from what was going on but she was glad to see a familiar face.


‘Are you all right? I came as soon as I heard. Can I take you to hospital?’ McGregor’s concern was evident.


The medic smiled indulgently. ‘She’s fine, sir. Though we’ll keep an eye on her for another few minutes. You were lucky, miss.’


 ‘The fire was upstairs, Alan,’ Mirabelle found herself explaining with some urgency, ‘and the poor man is dead. It’s Dougie Beaumont – do you remember? He won the first race when we went to Goodwood at Easter? It looks like he hanged himself.’


‘You leave that to me.’ McGregor squeezed her fingers gently and cast a glance over his shoulder at the dead man. ‘The boys will take care of it. Right now, you’ve had a shock and it seems you’re out of digs. Why don’t you come and stay at my place till we get all this sorted out?’




Chapter 2


There is nothing permanent except change


When Mirabelle woke it took a good ten seconds before she remembered where she was and what had happened. The autumn sunshine blazed around the edges of the patterned curtains and she realised it must be later than she usually rose. Somewhere in the distance she could hear church bells. Turning, she noticed a clock beside the bed. The hands stood just after ten o’clock. She coughed as she sat up too suddenly, prevented from jumping out of bed to get dressed by a sudden heaviness in her chest. As the feeling subsided there was a knock at the door and she pulled up the covers, protectively.


‘Yes?’


The door swung open to reveal a woman in her sixties carrying a steaming cup of tea. She was wearing a floral housecoat over a plain grey dress and her pale hair was pinned in such a complicated construction of folds and curls that Mirabelle found herself transfixed by the detail of it.


‘Good morning.’ She laid the steaming cup on the bedside table. ‘Mr McGregor said you’d probably like a cuppa about this time.’ The woman crossed to the window in a trail of violet scent and tobacco, and opened the curtains, revealing the interior of the room. This illuminated what had only been murky detail in the half-light – faded wallpaper with sprigs of daisies at regular intervals and a chair with a thick, white antimacassar. Mirabelle’s eyes fell on the sign taped beside the light switch: INSTRUCTIONS TO GUESTS. She tried to remember but the night before was hazy – everything after the fire seemed impossible to piece together. She had tried to talk to McGregor about the dead man but he had refused and instead he had helped her into bed. She couldn’t recall much else. The arrangements seemed entirely inappropriate now and she felt herself blush.


Downstairs a shrill bell sounded and the older women turned. ‘I wonder who that could be?’ she said. ‘On a Sunday.’


Mirabelle regarded the cup of tea. There was no doubt this was a guest house. There was a sink in one corner of the room with a scrap of a towel laid beside it. Looking down, she realised she was wearing the nightgown in which she’d been rescued. The edge of her sleeve was ingrained with grit and the lace collar was slightly torn. She lay back on the pillow unable to summon the will to get up, the thought slowly dawning that even if she did so, she had nothing to get dressed in. Not a toothbrush, or anything to wear.


As if reading her thoughts, the woman returned with a Hannington’s bag. ‘Mr McGregor must have knocked them up. He thinks of everything, doesn’t he?’ she said, laying it down. ‘Would you like me to help you dress, miss? I was a lady’s maid before. That’s many years ago now.’


Mirabelle shook her head.


‘Where has McGregor gone?’


‘He went into the station, miss. He left you this.’ She drew a folded paper from her pocket. Mirabelle fumbled the note open. Dear Mirabelle. I hope you are feeling better. Brownlee will look after you, it said. I will try to pick up fresh clothes and have them sent over. In the meantime, I have arranged for Vesta to be informed. She is coming to help. I suggest, if you’re up to it, that you go to the office. She will need to use the telephone. She seemed most keen to make the necessary arrangements. Alan.


‘The superintendent said he was bringing me home,’ Mirabelle said. It was the most she could get out, given the jumble of information that was knocking around her head. The idea of ‘arrangements’ was beyond her.


‘Yes, miss. This is Mr McGregor’s home.’ The woman pulled a navy woollen dress out of the bag, then a packet of stockings and a box which contained a pair of rather sensible shoes. She laid these items on the chair beside the window. ‘He’s lived here for a while.’


Mirabelle lay back against the pillows. It had been months since she started seeing McGregor on a romantic basis. Or was it more than a year? They shared dinner and a walk now and then. Drinks out and a trip up to London. A day trip or two. They had gone to see the terracottas at the British Museum and afterwards they had kissed. It had been surprisingly passionate – but nothing more. He’d never asked her back to his place. It wouldn’t have been seemly. After that day at Goodwood, he had suggested they go away for the weekend but then there had been a murder in Hove and the idea had somehow got lost on the warm summer air.


‘He lives in a boarding house?’


‘Yes, miss.’ The woman’s expression softened. ‘Mr McGregor made an arrangement with Alfie, my brother. He wanted me well provided for, you see, when he went. He had debts to cover, so he sold this place to Mr McGregor on condition that I could work here. He trusted Mr McGregor to look out for me. As long as I live, he said. He’s a nice fellow.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ Mirabelle stumbled. ‘At a time of bereavement . . . your brother . . .’


The woman grinned. ‘Alfie’s not dead, miss. He’s inside and he won’t be coming out again. He got fifteen years and he’s not a well man. So I run this place for Mr McGregor to earn my keep. He’s not bad for a copper – a gentleman, like I said. And the old fella’s only up at Lewes so I can visit now and then.’


Mirabelle hesitated. This was a new side to McGregor. She couldn’t imagine him making a deal with a criminal even if it helped out this woman, who appeared, after all, perfectly pleasant. Fifteen years was a substantial sentence. She wondered what crime Alfie had committed. ‘Did Mr McGregor, well, was he the officer who arrested your brother?’


The woman laughed. ‘No, miss. I think Alfie was one of Mr McGregor’s informants, if I’m honest. Alfie’s not a bloke you’d trust. He’s my brother and I love him, but that’s the truth. He’d never admit he was a grass, but, well . . . It was nice of Mr McGregor to help us out, really. Look, if you don’t want me to attend you getting dressed, I’ll just go back downstairs. The paying guests have gone so I’ve got rooms to make up and I was hoping to nip up to church later.’


‘Sorry. Of course. Go on.’


Mirabelle waited until the woman’s steps had receded before she got out of bed to inspect the contents of the Hannington’s bag and run hot water into the sink. As she did so she realised she had no idea where she was – she didn’t even know Superintendent McGregor’s address.


Coming downstairs ten minutes later, Mirabelle felt odd. She didn’t have a handbag or a coat to hand, but the clothes fitted perfectly. She caught sight of herself in a mirror by the door – the outfit wasn’t what she’d have chosen, but it wasn’t too poor a selection. She hovered. The woman reappeared almost immediately.


‘I’ll wash your nightie, shall I, miss?’


‘Yes. I left it on the chair. Thank you. What shall I call you?’


‘I’m Brownlee.’ The woman smiled. ‘Betty Brownlee. Miss Brownlee, I suppose. I never married, what with the war.’ She reached into her apron pocket. ‘You’ll need a key, miss. We have rules for the guests but you and Mr McGregor come and go as you please. Dinner is always at seven.’


‘Thank you.’ Mirabelle took the key and fumbled as she realised the dress she was wearing didn’t have a pocket. Betty Brownlee’s eyes lighted on the front door. She opened it, letting in a sliver of fresh autumn air.


‘I’ll need a hat,’ Mirabelle said, absentmindedly laying a hand on her hair as she hovered at the threshold.


‘Oh yes. Of course.’ Miss Browlee darted into a room to the side and emerged with a garish blue rayon square. ‘There,’ she said, handing it over. ‘Now it’s down to the front, miss. Turn right into town.’


Mirabelle tied the scarf in place, nodded distractedly and set off down the terrace. She could feel it was Sunday on the air – there was something that would have felt too still on any other day. On the street half of the properties had boards advertising rooms to let. Glancing back, she checked what McGregor’s was called. The Arundel. She wondered if it was the Arundel she would have picked if she’d come here on holiday. Casting her eyes over the others, it seemed likely. One or two of the boarding houses seemed strangely unwelcoming. Mirabelle pursed her lips. A sign saying no dogs no jews no blacks hung on one front door. Another was encased in flaking paint, as if it had a terrible case of dandruff. By contrast, the Arundel was in good repair, the small front garden was tidy and there was a substantial laurel in a terracotta pot at the entrance. She decided McGregor had brokered a good arrangement for a bachelor. He’d needed looking after and, now she thought about it, the last few months he’d seemed more presentable than when she first met him. Recently his coats had not been missing buttons and he’d appeared marginally more rested and well fed. Betty Brownlee had done a decent job. Still, he might have told her.


It was a bright morning with a chill on the air. Along the front there were a few day trippers arrived from London, strolling along the promenade, but most of Brighton had yet to wake up. A couple of locals, keen but late, hurried past her on their way to Sunday service.


Mirabelle was pink cheeked when she arrived at McGuigan & McGuigan Debt Recovery, her mind racing as she ran through the last few hours. She climbed the stairs, realising how eager she was to see Vesta and talk about what had happened. She managed to control her disappointment when she opened the office door and the girl was nowhere to be seen. Instead, Bill Turpin was at his desk. An ex-policeman, Bill was sandy-haired and reliable in all things. He had worked at McGuigan & McGuigan for two years now and this was the first time he’d ever surprised her.


He sprang to his feet as Mirabelle entered and Panther, the office dog, Bill’s almost constant companion, came to attention at his heel like a low black shadow. At rest Bill always appeared to be smiling but now his features shifted into an expression of concern.


‘Are you all right?’ he said, coming forward.


‘You heard about what happened then?’


‘Yes. Vesta called one of the neighbours. She asked me to come in and help. I’ve been trying to get hold of a locksmith but no one is answering the telephone. I think I might have to go and knock one up. Out of hours,’ he said.


Mirabelle cast her eyes round the office. ‘Where is Vesta?’


‘She got on to it straight away.’ Bill smiled.


‘Oh?’


‘The insurance.’


‘Insurance?’


Bill pulled out Mirabelle’s chair and she found herself almost falling into it. It was possible she was suffering from some kind of shock, she thought. She still felt like an observer, as if she couldn’t quite grasp what had happened. Everyone was being so kind.


Bill didn’t skip a beat. ‘Vesta saw to it last year. Don’t you remember? The larger-than-expected profit?’


Mirabelle nodded slowly. The previous year – 1954 – had been their busiest since they had taken over the business, and a bumper profit had ensued. Vesta had arranged to spend some of the money. She’d talked about investment and, as Mirabelle recalled, they had bought another typewriter, ordered a brass plaque for the door and had the place painted. They had also treated themselves to a slap-up office meal on Christmas Eve at the Grand.


‘We’ve all got insurance now. Life insurance. Personal insurance. Household insurance. The lot.’ Bill grinned. ‘Just as well, eh? Don’t worry. Vesta is seeing to it. You know what she’s like – she’s got her head screwed on.’


Vesta had spent the first eighteen months of her working life in Brighton, at Halley Insurances, down the hall from McGuigan & McGuigan. That’s how the women had first met. It was four years since she joined the company, though these days Mirabelle couldn’t imagine being without her. Vesta brought the office to life and she was meticulous about contracts. Comprehensive insurance was exactly the kind of thing Vesta would arrange given some extra money.


‘She’s gone over to your place to take an inventory,’ Bill said. ‘For the assessor. They’ll send someone down tomorrow, see. Would you like a cuppa?’


Bill, like most men, rarely made tea but today, it seemed, almost anything might happen. He checked the kettle was filled and plugged it in.


‘Did you hear about the poor fellow upstairs?’ she asked.


Bill clattered as he sorted out the cups and saucers.


‘Tragic,’ he said. ‘Another year and he’d have been on the Jaguar team. They’d have brought him round. Nothing surer.’


Mirabelle leant forward slightly.


‘The Jaguar team?’ The words tumbled from her lips as if she had dropped them.


Bill spooned sugar into the cups. ‘I expect you’ll want it sweet today,’ he said. ‘He was a hell of a driver, Dougie Beaumont. He stuck to the track like glue.’


‘So it was him? It really was?’


‘Oh yes. Seems he bought the flat over the summer.’ Steam rose as Bill poured boiling water into the teapot. Then with no time to let it brew he poured it into a cup, added milk and laid the resulting cupful of liquid proudly on Mirabelle’s desk. The contents were almost completely white. ‘Suicide too,’ he said. ‘A crying shame.’


Mirabelle eyed the pale liquid. She was about to pick up the cup when something stopped her. Weak sweet tea was not what she’d choose, even if it was nice of Bill to pitch in. It wasn’t only the tea that was perturbing her. She didn’t seem able to control her thoughts. On top of her inbox there was a large debt to be processed – a complex web of missed hire purchase payments. It should be first on her list for tomorrow and suddenly it felt impossible. Overwhelming, even. Everything seemed irregular this morning. Mirabelle glanced at the hook by the door and was grateful to see her green tweed overcoat. She’d left it in the office after Vesta had picked it up the week before from the laundry on Conway Place.


‘Perhaps I’ll pop over to the Lawns, just to have a look. I still don’t know where the fire started, you see. Or how. Last night is rather a blur.’


‘Oh the brigade will be looking into that. It’s only natural, you can’t remember much,’ Bill said cheerily.


Mirabelle got to her feet and pulled the coat over her shoulders. There was a pair of dark leather gloves in the pocket in a pristine brown paper bag. A happy discovery. She must have left them there by mistake and the laundry had cleaned them too.


‘Vesta might need a hand,’ she said, doing up the buttons and thinking that now, if she could only find a hat, rather than this horrible scarf, at least she’d be respectably arrayed.


‘Right-o,’ said Bill, slurping his tea. ‘I’ll get a locksmith over as soon as I can knock one up. Superintendent McGregor told Vesta the front door is open – stoved in by the brigade. First things first, eh?’


Panther rubbed against Mirabelle’s leg and she felt suddenly intensely fond of the little dog. She leaned down to pat him and he wagged his tail, keeping a steady eye on Bill. There was no question where Panther’s loyalty really lay.


‘Do you want to take the little fella with you?’ Bill offered.


Mirabelle shook her head.


‘Go on. He might help you feel better.’ Bill pulled the lead from his pocket and Panther’s tail picked up its pace. He dashed back to Bill’s desk to present himself for tethering. ‘He’ll be disappointed if you don’t.’


Mirabelle relented. Perhaps it would be comforting to have Panther at her heel. Just for today.


‘Thanks Bill,’ she said, reaching out to take the lead. ‘I don’t suppose I’ll be long.’




Chapter 3


The true mystery of the world lies in what’s visible


Mirabelle had lived in her flat on the Lawns for almost eight years. Today, as she approached it, the sight of the building was horrifying. Panther sat at her heel patiently as she halted on the pavement outside. Vesta’s bike was leaning against the railings and Mirabelle laid a hand on it to steady herself. She took a moment to try to gather her thoughts. Ahead of her the white stucco was smeared with charcoal as if a modernist had sketched abstract shapes around the windows. Her bedroom window remained open and below it, a particularly thick shadow stained the plaster – a ghostly reminder of the smoke that had almost killed her. On the floors above, a couple of the windows were smashed as if the building had been punched in the face. It didn’t look or feel like home any more. Slowly, Mirabelle’s eyes fell to the water that pooled at the front door in a shallow grey puddle. Beyond it, the door was ajar, the lock hanging useless just as Bill had said. Feeling surprisingly apprehensive, she pushed it open. As she stepped into the hallway, the air smelled heavily of burnt wood peppered with a hint of dampness. Inside, the house was dark and cavernous as if the fire had hollowed it. She heard the slow drip of water falling from high above on to the flagstone paving of the hallway. Glancing upwards, she could see patches of charring on the handrail on the second floor where the flames had flickered as she had been carried to safety. That must be where the fire had come from, she thought. Somewhere up there and only yesterday. It seemed out of time now. Less than twenty-four hours before she had lived here but today this was an abandoned place.


Mirabelle gripped Panther’s lead and took the stairs upwards. The door to her flat was open too – the fireman had had to break it in in order to save her and now the lock hung useless from the splintered frame.


‘Hello,’ she called gently.


Picking up on Mirabelle’s nervousness, Panther let out a gruff bark. There was a squeal from inside and Vesta appeared in the hallway with a clipboard in her hand. Her nails were painted a bright cerise that shone in the gloom and she was wearing all black with a fashionable pink feather hat perched on her head. Mirabelle judged this outfit must have been laid out the night before in readiness for church.


‘Mirabelle!’ Vesta sounded concerned. ‘Are you sure you want to come in? The place is a bit of a mess.’


That was an understatement. As Mirabelle walked into the drawing room, the extent of the damage became apparent. Sodden newspapers had swollen into thick bricks over the floor and the walls were smeared with grit. In places, the soot obscured the window so thoroughly it was almost black and instead of the pure, bright light off the ocean that usually made the flat sparkle, strange, dim shadows cast over the furniture. Mirabelle peered into the bedroom. It had not fared any better than the drawing room. An eerie atmosphere leeched from the soot-damaged walls. It was as if the house had died, and yet she felt she belonged here. It was as if the old place wanted to claim her from beyond its grave. She ventured into her bedroom and opened the creaky wardrobe door. Her clothes were thick with the smell of burning. Everything felt soiled.


‘Don’t worry,’ Vesta fussed protectively. ‘The Prudential will have the whole place cleaned and redecorated inside and out. I’ll get on to them first thing tomorrow. It looks bad but it’s only smoke damage and clearing up the mess the firemen made. I don’t think the fire got into the roof.’


Utterly shocked, Mirabelle sank on to the end of the bed. Her lip quivered and she found she couldn’t control the tears that rolled down her cheeks. Her hands were shaking and Panther’s lead dropped to the floor.


‘Now, now.’ Vesta put an arm around her. The girl smelled of amber, fragrant in contrast to the musty smell of burning that pervaded everything else. ‘You’ll see. It’ll be a new start.’


Mirabelle nodded but she didn’t stop crying. She felt terribly ashamed. These were only bits and pieces, after all. Foolish things – kitchen cupboards and old clothes. Upstairs, a man had died: that was far more important. Still, this was her life – the dresses she had bought in London before the war, the shoes and stockings she’d picked up after it, eking out her rations. The copies of the Argus that she’d never managed to fling out were destroyed, among them the one she’d read the day Jack died. She remembered sinking down then, just like this, and crying – realising that no one must ever know about the decade of their affair. She didn’t want a flat that was better than new. She wanted the old one, with all its memories.


‘I’m sorry,’ she managed to gasp. ‘It’s silly I know.’


Vesta hugged her. ‘It’s just the shock, I expect. Shall I make a cup of tea?’ She glanced doubtfully in the direction of the kitchen, where a filthy packet of Vim that had survived the fire was sitting ironically on the worktop.


‘Tea?’ Mirabelle laughed at the ridiculousness of the suggestion. This would be her third cup this morning and she hadn’t so much as taken a sip. ‘I’m not sure tea will really help.’ She sniffed. ‘I tell you what . . .’


Beside the sofa there was a decanter of whisky and she wasn’t shaking so much that she couldn’t pour herself a glass. She held up the musty cut crystal to offer Vesta a dram. Vesta shook her head. ‘It’s the only thing in the house that’s meant to taste smoky.’ Mirabelle knocked back the shot and felt the complex flavour expand over her palette in a comforting wave. ‘A new start,’ she said, as if she was trying out the idea.


Vesta nodded hopefully ‘Yes. I thought the walls might suit a pale blue patterned paper. And we can probably have the chairs and the sofa recovered. Hannington’s has some wonderful fabrics these days. It’ll clean up all right – you’ll see. And for the kitchen I wondered about daffodil yellow – it’s very fashionable. I’ll pop into the newsagent and pick up a copy of House Beautiful. Maybe we’ll get some ideas.’


Mirabelle squinted, trying to imagine the flat being clean again, never mind redecorated. Above the fireplace there was the snow scene Jack had bought in a gallery on Bond Street as a Christmas present for her in 1949. He’d loved snow scenes. Now the pristine landscape looked as if the thaw had set in and a sea of mud was reasserting itself. You couldn’t clean snow. Mirabelle shrugged sadly.


‘I don’t care if it smells of smoke, I just have to have my hat,’ she said, setting off for the hallway where she had left her navy pillbox the night before.


Vesta regarded the list she’d started. ‘I wondered about that headscarf,’ the girl said absent-mindedly as Panther woofed at Mirabelle’s back.


‘Shush,’ Mirabelle soothed the dog. But Panther would not be quietened and woofed again. He took a step towards the hall and stared plaintively at Mirabelle who was pinning the hat into place and gingerly sniffing her clutch handbag before deciding that it would have to do. Panther gave another gruff bark.


‘What is it?’ Mirabelle’s tone was offhand.


‘It must smell very odd to him,’ Vesta called out.


Mirabelle pushed the door of the flat open further. They often joked in the office that Panther should have been named Parker – Nosey Parker. When he was a tiny puppy the name had been suggested but Bill had said it was cruel. Still, it would have suited him. Mirabelle picked up the dog’s trailing lead and Panther brightened as he began to climb the stairs. Mirabelle lingered on the landing and he looked down at her as if to say, Can’t you see I’m trying to tell you something? With a shrug, she followed him upwards. The runner squelched beneath her feet. The fireman had drenched everything to douse the flames. Upstairs, the door to the flat lay open just as hers had. Mirabelle hesitated. She hadn’t even known Mr Beaumont had moved into the building and it seemed disrespectful now to simply wander into the poor man’s home where he’d died, after all, only a few hours before. The dog strained on the lead.


‘No,’ said Mirabelle, pulling him back. Panther let out another airy bark and kept straining. ‘Well really.’


She was just about to turn and drag Panther back downstairs when she heard a movement inside. The dog looked up and kept pulling. Mirabelle relented. Curious, she knocked on the door but no one answered. The flat fell still again as if it was waiting for something. The places where people died often felt that way. Mirabelle had noticed it before.


‘Hello,’ she called.


Anyone could be in there. The doors had lain wide open all night. She advanced inside. Dougie Beaumont’s flat was laid out in the same way as her own but the ceilings were lower on this upper floor and the place had been decorated quite differently. Now, more burnt-out black than anything else, Mirabelle could just make out that the walls had been painted dark green in the hallway, opening on to a burgundy drawing room with what was left of two dark, leather sofas and a forest-green smoking chair upholstered in velvet. A couple of mahogany side tables had been toppled where the firemen had done their job and a silver cigarette box had fallen, scattering its contents across the floor where two dozen sodden Dunhills lay ruined by the water. Up here, the fabric of the place was more damaged. The fire had burned into the walls. One chair had been entirely charred and part of one sofa had been eaten away, as if the fire had torn it in a lopsided, ragged rage. The floorboards in the middle of the room were black and uneven where the flames had burned longest. This was where it had started, she realised. She walked in, recreating the scene. Dougie Beaumont stringing himself up, here in this room. Looking up, she shuddered to see a scrap of rope still fixed to the chandelier. That was where he must have done it. He’d kicked away a stool beneath him and it had fallen into the fire, embers spilling over the grate, setting the place alight.


Jerked out of this grisly realisation, Mirabelle jumped, hearing a footfall in the bedroom, and stepped back as a tall man emerged. She reckoned he was thirty perhaps, and well dressed in a grey coat and a homburg that he had not taken the trouble to remove. There was nothing immediately remarkable about the fellow – he looked like a hundred other men of his age, except his skin was pale and his eyes were ringed by heavy bags as if he hadn’t slept. Where they protruded from his coat cuffs, his hands looked very white and now and then his fingers twitched. He hovered on the threshold and wouldn’t meet her gaze.


‘I’m sorry,’ she started. ‘I heard movement. The dog.’


‘What are you doing here?’ the man snapped.


‘I’m Mirabelle Bevan. I live downstairs.’


‘Were you here last night?’


Mirabelle nodded.


‘Did you see anything?’


She shook her head. ‘Only outside. Afterwards. I saw him then. I’m sorry. Are you . . . an investigator?’ She held out her hand. A moment passed as the man decided whether to introduce himself. ‘Are you a relation?’ she encouraged him.


‘George Highton.’ His grip was firmer than she expected as he shook her hand. ‘Dougie and I weren’t family. Not really.’


‘But you knew Mr Beaumont?’ Mirabelle checked.


‘Didn’t you?’ Highton batted back.


‘No. I didn’t even know he had moved in,’ she said sheepishly. ‘I saw him win a race once. That’s all.’
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