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‘All things are only transitory’


Goethe







Prologue


All things are only transitory


Brighton, 10.15 p.m., 7 May 1957


He hated the sound of a woman crying. Always had. In this situation it seemed unprofessional for the girl to do so. They had wrapped the body in a green sheet that would do as a shroud but he’d have to wait to remove it until the residents of the street had gone to sleep. That was the problem with the light nights – civilians stayed up later. He pulled a lighter out of his pocket to spark up a cigarette but the nurse, still comforting her friend, scowled at him so violently that he reluctantly replaced the gasper in the silver case he’d bought the year before from a stall on Portobello Road market and fumbled it into his jacket. He checked his wristwatch and crossed his arms. Another half an hour would do.


At length, the nurse bundled the other, younger woman away with a handkerchief on loan and the assurance that she should go home now. He listened to the sound of their goodbyes, the front door clicking behind the snivelling woman. When the nurse came back into the room she sank heavily into the chair at the desk and sighed.


‘It was bad luck,’ he said, breaking the silence. ‘That’s all.’


The nurse nodded. ‘It goes that way sometimes,’ she replied. ‘Did she have any family?’


How was he supposed to know? ‘We’ll see to it,’ he said vaguely, and momentarily the nurse looked alarmed. A grin spread across his face. ‘You think we’re real bad guys.’


‘You are bad guys,’ she said. ‘In different circumstances this poor girl mightn’t have died.’


‘Don’t bother with the sob story. You get paid.’ He hated it when people blamed him.


The nurse’s eyes flashed. ‘You see to it she has a proper burial.’


‘Sure I will,’ he snarled, thinking that he might risk leaving now just to get out of here. Early or not. This nurse had some lip on her. ‘I know what I’m doing. What kind of a monster do you think I am?’


The nurse didn’t reply. Instead, she opened a leather-bound logbook and examined its contents. ‘I’m going to do my rounds,’ she said. ‘Don’t let me keep you.’




Chapter One


How paramount the future is when one is surrounded by children


Brighton, noon, Saturday 21 September 1957


The summer had been so warm that people had come to rely on the weather, and for months had hardly had to think twice about organising a picnic on the beach. The crowds started early even on weekdays, flocking to the front in a flurry of polka-dot cotton. Music from the wireless floated over the hot air, cut by the sound of motorbike engines zipping along the seashore. Children ate ice cream, lapping like thirsty puppies. The long windows of Mirabelle Bevan’s flat had been open since the heatwave started so she could catch the slightest breath of cool air coming off the sea.


For a month now the staff of McGuigan & McGuigan Debt Recovery had been anticipating a break in the weather. Every Monday since the end of August, Vesta had announced that soon it would be too chilly to walk into work with the pram and that she would have to make other arrangements with Mrs Treadwell, the woman who looked after nine-month-old Noel H. Lewis while Vesta was at work. Noel had arrived on Christmas Day the year before and was, Mirabelle felt, a regal sort of baby. There was something serious about him that she liked. His grave eyes had appraised the world unflinchingly when she had visited Vesta in hospital on Boxing Day.


Vesta loved her son with a ferocity that scared her. She believed herself to be an easy-going sort of person but in matters of Noel’s welfare she was uncompromising. Mrs Treadwell, a mother of seven and grandmother of eight, was a doughty woman whose services were bought by a fee paid weekly in cash augmented by rock buns and sponge cake baked by Vesta’s husband, Charlie. Familiarity with all matters pertaining to the upbringing of children had not lessened the seriousness with which Mrs Treadwell took the task. She called the baby ‘Mister Noel’. Once, when she had been questioned about minding a coloured child by a shop assistant, she had insisted on making an official complaint to the manager. She came to the office to pick up Noel at 9.30 sharp every morning.


But today was the weekend. Mirabelle gathered her thoughts. She stretched underneath the covers and smiled. She had slept in. Slipping over the edge of the bed, she drew back the long curtains and noted several people were ensconced on the pebble beach on the other side of the road – a man who had taken a dip was drying himself with a thin blue towel and a group of children were squabbling over something in a small zinc bucket. One woman sat in a deckchair knitting, with a green Thermos flask at her side, while several more ladies basked on colourful towels, enjoying the sun, the ripples of gossip around them practically visible from Mirabelle’s vantage point on the first floor. Normally, she would have sat and watched, but today Mirabelle turned away from the window and glanced at the clock. She needed to hurry. Vesta and Charlie were having a party – a barbecue in the American style to celebrate Charlie’s birthday. ‘A taste of home, baby,’ Vesta had promised him, indulging her husband, who only occasionally missed his hometown Detroit.


Mirabelle was running late. She swept up her hair, pinned it in place and opened her wardrobe. She’d bought a few new frocks as it became apparent that the good weather would last the whole summer, and now she perused the clothes on the rail, choosing an elegant red cotton dress with a cinched waist which, she decided, she would team with a wide-brimmed straw hat. She had turned to lay the dress on the bed when her attention was drawn back to the people outside. There was a rhythm to a crowd, she always thought, and it changed when the child fell. The other kids scattered along the beach, boys in shorts, their tanned legs a blur as they ran away.


The man drying himself didn’t take any notice as the little girl on the pebbles slowly picked herself up and smoothed down the skirt of her sea-green summer dress. She clutched something in her hand. Mirabelle peered. The child’s skin wasn’t as dark as Vesta’s – more a nut brown. Her hair had been braided in pigtails with navy ribbons tied at the end. Mirabelle could just make out the tears running down her cheeks and a splay of gold sweetie wrappers that showed between her fingers. A woman offered sympathy, but the little girl waved her off. Grasping the bucket, she limped up to the grassy verge where she climbed on to one of the benches, carefully unwrapped a sweet and popped it into her mouth.


Mirabelle scrambled into her dress and appraised herself in the mirror before emerging into the sunshine. She slipped on her aviator sunglasses and turned along the main road before hurrying away from the sea. Her best chance of buying flowers for Vesta and picking up a taxi were both in the vicinity of the rank on Church Street. It would be fine, she told herself. She was set to be fashionably late.


She’d forgotten about the little girl when six hours later a taxi dropped her back at her door. It had been a hectic afternoon. Charlie’s friends had brought guitars and a saxophone and one of the neighbours had turned up with a fiddle, so everyone ended up dancing in Vesta’s garden to a strange but palatable mixture of Irish folk music and jazz. Mirabelle had enjoyed catching up with Vesta’s mother, Mrs Churchill, and Vesta’s friend Marlene, the nurse who had delivered Noel. ‘Best promise I ever made good on,’ she said, rocking the baby when she finally managed to extract him from Mrs Churchill’s ample bosom. ‘Yanks. Everywhere,’ Marlene rolled her eyes. The party had been fuelled by iced bottles of beer, and by sausages and mustard. ‘You darkies have got it good,’ Mirabelle heard one of the neighbours say cheerily. Vesta had just smiled. Several locals still wouldn’t speak to her in the street. At least the man was friendly. By the end, Noel lay fast asleep, a plump little bundle smelling of sour milk and sunshine as Mirabelle kissed him goodbye. ‘See you on Monday,’ she said.


Mirabelle had lived on the Lawns for years, but she never tired of watching the wide, ever-changing expanse of sea and sky. Now the late afternoon light was buttery and the air rich. As she got out of the taxi, she noticed the little black girl was still there, sitting on the bench. The beach was almost clear. The picnickers had gone home for the night. Two dog walkers exchanged pleasantries as their pets sniffed each other close to the surf and, further along, a teenage couple held hands, staring out to sea. The boy put his arm around the girl’s shoulder. There was no denying that though the air was still warm, you could feel autumn coming once the sun began to sink.


Mirabelle’s heels sounded on the tarmac. She hesitated beside the bench. The little girl had twisted the empty gold sweet wrappers into rings, which decorated her plump fingers. She couldn’t be more than ten years of age, probably less, and, Mirabelle suppressed a smile, her feet didn’t reach the ground. Close up, the girl was very pretty. The child stared straight ahead as Mirabelle watched her. Considering the attention a young black child was bound to get, Mirabelle couldn’t blame her.


‘Are you staying to watch the sun go down?’ she enquired kindly. ‘The sky looks lovely when it does.’


The girl nodded gravely but didn’t reply.


‘Have you spent all day on the beach?’


She nodded again.


‘I saw your friends run off earlier. Have you been here all that time on your own?’


The girl looked up. ‘They’re not my friends,’ she said. Her accent sounded almost cockney, but not quite. There was a hint of something longer on the vowels. ‘They’re sick like me, that’s all.’


‘Goodness me, you don’t look poorly. I’m sorry if you’re not well.’


The girl turned her head and Mirabelle watched as a fresh tear ran down the child’s cheek. She looked round but there was nobody else to help. ‘Here you are,’ Mirabelle said, reaching into her handbag for a cotton handkerchief.


The girl wiped her nose. ‘I didn’t expect it to be like this,’ she said.


‘Haven’t you been to the beach before?’


‘Not the beach, silly. England.’ The child’s tone was insistent.


‘Right,’ said Mirabelle. It seemed there was nothing for it. ‘Well, where did you come from?’


‘Jamaica.’


‘Jamaica looks exotic in photographs. Paradise.’ Mirabelle checked the slim gold watch on her wrist. It felt as if the conversation had somehow taken too serious a turn. ‘Do you think your mother will be concerned that you haven’t gone home? It must be tea time.’


The girl sighed as if Mirabelle was a fool. ‘Mum’s not here. She’s in London, see.’


Mirabelle considered. ‘You can’t be in Brighton on your own.’


‘They sent me for my chest.’ The girl coughed, as if demonstrating the efficacy of her respiratory system, or lack of it. ‘I’m supposed to get the sea air.’


‘I like your rings,’ Mirabelle tried.


‘Mum sent me sweets,’ the girl replied, her jaw tightening.


‘I see. And did those boys try to take them?’


The girl swung round. ‘Yes,’ she said, her tone imbued with wonder that someone might have noticed.


‘Well, I’m glad you didn’t let them bully you.’


The girl’s head dropped. ‘I’d have shared if they hadn’t been so nasty,’ she said. ‘I only managed to hold on to a few.’


Mirabelle reached inside her handbag. Charlie had pressed a slice of cake on her, wrapped in a thin napkin. ‘Here,’ she offered the little package. ‘You must be hungry. You’ve been here all afternoon and it isn’t fair. They got away with your sweeties. Some of them, anyway.’


The child glanced at Mirabelle as if this small kindness was incomprehensible and she had to check this lady in the glamorous red dress was real. ‘Go on,’ Mirabelle gestured as she sat down. ‘It’s Victoria sponge.’


The girl broke the end of the slice and slipped it into her mouth. She ate slowly, Mirabelle thought, for someone who must be hungry. At the end she carefully picked every crumb off the napkin before folding it neatly and handing it back.


‘Good,’ Mirabelle sounded satisfied. She looked past the child at the zinc bucket. ‘What’s in there?’


The girl gave half a shrug. ‘Nothing.’


Mirabelle peered over the lip. There was a tiny slip of sand and some water, four white pebbles and a scatter of crab shell. ‘They killed it,’ the girl’s voice broke as she started to cry again. ‘That’s worse than the sweets. I’m not playing with them any more. They smashed it to pieces. Poor little thing.’


‘Well, that’s horrible, but I think we should return the body to the water, don’t you?’


The girl looked unenthusiastic.


‘You can’t carry around a dead crab,’ Mirabelle pointed out. This garnered no response. Mirabelle sighed. ‘Come on – we’ll give the little thing a decent burial.’


The girl nodded.


The two of them got to their feet and made their way on to the pebbles. It was tricky for Mirabelle in heels but she picked across the uneven surface down to the shore. She wasn’t quite sure why she was doing this. She really wasn’t interested in children.


‘I don’t have any candles,’ the girl said. ‘I don’t have flowers or anything.’


‘It will be all right. I promise.’


Mirabelle looked around and found a discarded piece of cardboard, part of a packet of biscuits. She folded it to make a makeshift platform that could pass as a grave of sorts. ‘Here,’ she said. The girl reached into her bucket and brought out the crab. ‘You have to say prayers.’ She sounded nervous.


‘Right.’ Mirabelle solemnly cleared her throat and tried to conjure the kind of words you might hear at a funeral. ‘Back to the sea, oh lord, we commend this precious creature to your care. Amen.’ She gestured vaguely and the little girl pushed the crab on to the gently rolling water. The tide took the offering out a little way, then the cardboard disappeared under the surface. Mirabelle wondered if this might worry the girl, but the child had already emptied the bucket and rinsed it out in the salty water. She seemed far better, though her sandals were scuffed and the left one had got wet.


‘Well, that’s that,’ Mirabelle said.


‘I don’t like it at the home,’ the girl’s tone was confidential. ‘I don’t want to go back.’


Mirabelle wasn’t sure what to say. ‘Well, we can’t stay out here. Come on,’ she tried. Behind them, as they turned back up the beach, a plump man dressed in black was staring from the pavement on Kingsway. He jumped on to the pebbles and made a beeline to meet them. There was something familiar about him, Mirabelle thought. He seemed like a cannonball, moving without deviation as if he had been fired. The girl’s shoulders rose almost imperceptibly.


‘There you are, you little rascal,’ he said as he got close enough, his voice as rich as Kerry soil.


‘Ah,’ the sound escaped Mirabelle’s lips as the memory hit her. ‘Father Grogan.’


The man squinted. He peered underneath the brim of her hat as if he had lifted a rock to examine the insects beneath. ‘You. Ah yes, you were Father Sandor’s friend. God rest his soul.’


Mirabelle nodded. ‘I was,’ she said. Sandor had been dead for years now. He’d been murdered right in front of Mirabelle. Her gaze lifted to the long windows of her drawing room where the old priest had been beaten, keeled over and died before she could even call an ambulance. The assailant had got away.


‘Sandor was a good man,’ Father Grogan said, cutting in on her recollection.


It was what people always said when men died, Mirabelle thought, though she had known some bastards go down in her time. She felt a slick of sweat on her neck, nothing to do with the heat.


‘And you’ve been diverting our little Lali here?’


‘What a lovely name,’ Mirabelle said, as Lali solidly fixed her gaze on her sandals. Mirabelle wondered if the child had only just realised that her feet were wet. She continued. ‘I noticed Lali had been at the beach all day – we got talking.’


‘Well, that’s the first thing. You shouldn’t be out this late, young lady. You know the rules. Back by five. You’re over an hour after your curfew. You need to count the church bells.’ The priest held up his hand, the fingers splayed. ‘Five,’ he said.


She’d be easy to find, Mirabelle realised – a little black girl. All Father Grogan would have to do is ask in the street. Mirabelle knew from Vesta’s experience, having dark skin was to live your life in the spotlight. Lali seemed oblivious to the injustice of what had probably occurred.


‘Sorry, Father,’ she said without looking up. ‘This lady helped me give the last rites to a crab.’


‘Last rites to a crab!’ Father Grogan hooted. ‘Bless me! We’ll make a proper Christian of you yet, girl. A real little nun.’


Mirabelle held out her hand. ‘It was lovely to meet you, Lali,’ she said. ‘I’m Mirabelle Bevan.’


‘Miss Bevan. Yes. That’s the name. Well, you must visit us,’ Father Grogan insisted.


Lali’s dark eyes looked sad. Her gaze hardened.


‘Visit?’ Mirabelle repeated.


‘At the Convalescent Home for Children. On Eaton Road,’ Father Grogan spelled it out. ‘You’d like that, Lali, wouldn’t you? We can always use an extra pair of hands, Miss Bevan. We have twenty-seven children at the moment – we’re bursting at the seams.’


Mirabelle made a noncommittal sound. Convalescing children were not her stock in trade. ‘Perhaps I could make a donation,’ she said. ‘The thing is, Father, I think little Lali here is having a spot of trouble with some of the boys. They aren’t being very nice to her.’


‘Oh boys,’ the priest said dismissively. ‘These things find their own level.’


‘Bullying, you mean?’ Mirabelle persisted. ‘From what I could see, Lali is younger than them. Smaller too. I would hope you might look into it.’


Father Grogan turned up the beach. ‘I’ll have a word with the nurses,’ he said. ‘Of course I will. Come along, Lali.’ He grabbed the girl’s arm and proceeded at some pace. Mirabelle raised her hand and watched as the priest climbed the steps to the promenade, with Lali in his wake, and they disappeared along the front and round the corner. The air was still warm. Mirabelle picked her way up the pebbles and drew her key from her purse. It was none of her business, she told herself – an unhappy little girl, like that. The father would look after it. She’d told him about the bullying, after all. He’d have to.


And there it would probably have ended, had Lali not been sitting on the bench opposite Mirabelle’s flat the following morning when she opened the curtains. The church bells were ringing but the fact it was Sunday had not diverted the crowds from the beach. Today a line of little boys paddled in the sea with knotted handkerchiefs on their heads. A tall fourteen year old in shorts had set up a bicycle fitted with a Wall’s icebox on the promenade and a small queue had formed for his wares – ice-cream briquettes that fitted snugly into rectangular wafers. Beneath him, three women sat in the shade of two huge black umbrellas that, in the history of English weather, had seldom been used for the purpose of giving shade.


Father Grogan would not allow his charges to skip Sunday service, Mirabelle thought as she picked up the Sunday newspaper from her doormat and laid it unread on the long sofa. She wondered if Lali had been spanked yesterday for not going back to the home on time, and if Father Grogan had done anything about the poor kid being bullied. Coming back to the bench like this smacked of some kind of protest. It was not, she noted, a great attempt at running away – returning to the same place she’d been found only the evening before. Mirabelle glanced in the direction of the kitchen door. It was none of her business, she told herself. She couldn’t take on every waif and stray. Lali’s legs swung over the edge of the bench as if she was keeping time. Mirabelle continued to watch her for a second or two. Then she decided it would do no harm to walk the kid up to Eaton Road and have a word with someone at the convalescent home – she’d see to it herself.




Chapter Two


Nature does nothing in vain


The houses were arranged in terraces built of pale, stone-coloured bricks. Steps led to each front door directly from the pavement, and the basement levels peered over the edge of the paving stones like nosy neighbours. The children’s home comprised two whole houses that had been knocked together. At the back of the properties, the gardens opened on to the County Cricket Ground and, as Mirabelle approached, she could hear the satisfying sound of the ball being struck as the teams warmed up at the nets.


Lali had taken her hand as they turned on to the street and walked up the sunny side, away from the sea, across Church Street and up the hill. The child’s hot, soft palm made Mirabelle feel uncomfortable. Although she found herself fond of Noel H. Lewis and had agreed to be the baby’s godmother, she wasn’t sure what one actually did with children if one had them for a protracted period. She had not admitted this to Vesta when she had taken on what was, after all, a lifelong responsibility. Casting her mind back to her own childhood had not helped. Her memories were solitary, of reading books in the old drawing room at her parents’ house, or playing alone in the garden on a swing under the trees.


Her grandmother, she recalled, had taken her on outings to museums and art galleries, but not for very long at a time. ‘Children must learn to love paintings,’ the old lady had explained. ‘They must feel satisfied not bored. They need a focus for their attention.’ Yes – a focus. Grandmère had had a dog, Mirabelle remembered, as they climbed the steps and rang the bell. Lali twisted round, dropping Mirabelle’s hand and hiding behind her frame. ‘Don’t worry,’ Mirabelle reassured her, ‘I know you don’t like it here, but I’m going to sort things out.’


After a short wait, a middle-aged woman in a nurse’s uniform opened the door. She cast her green eyes up and down Mirabelle in some kind of assessment.


‘There’s no refunds, you know,’ she said, looking over her shoulder. ‘Didn’t we tell you not to come back?’


‘I think there’s been some kind of misunderstanding,’ Mirabelle faltered, pulling Lali out from behind her. ‘Is this one of your charges?’ Lali’s hand clamped itself around one of Mirabelle’s fingers as the smell of boiled vegetables and bleach wafted across the threshold. Behind the nurse, the shady hallway was furnished with a huge, dark wooden coat stand along one wall and a line of mismatched chairs along the other.


‘Gosh. Sorry. I thought … my mistake,’ the nurse floundered, turning her attention to the little girl. ‘Well, you’re a little monster,’ she said fondly. ‘Sister Taylor nearly had a conniption. You are supposed to be at Sunday School at the Sacred Heart, right now, as you know full well.’


‘My name is Mirabelle Bevan,’ Mirabelle introduced herself. Unable to divest herself of Lali’s solid grip, she smiled rather than offering a handshake.


‘I’m Nurse Frida.’


‘The thing is, I think Lali is having difficulty with some of the boys. I spoke to Father Grogan about it yesterday. I wouldn’t fling around the accusation of bullying lightly, but she’s clearly not happy.’


Lali’s eyes were glued to the doorstep.


‘We can’t have that,’ the nurse’s voice was comforting. She stepped backwards to usher the child into the house, but Lali lingered, unwilling to move. Mirabelle smiled. She tried a different tack. ‘Father Grogan suggested I volunteer here, you know, but I haven’t the least idea what I might do.’


The nurse laughed. ‘Well today there’s nothing. We have quite a routine on Sundays. During the week, perhaps?’


‘Could I have a look around?’


‘There’s hardly anybody in,’ Nurse Frida retorted. ‘If you come back next week, as I say, the father will be able to help you.’


‘Is the home run by the church?’


Nurse Frida shook her head. ‘The father takes an interest, that’s all. He pops in almost every day, though not today – he has services to see to.’


‘But it’s not a church home. You’re not a nun?’


The nurse laughed. ‘Heavens, no.’ She smoothed down her uniform as she regained her composure and raised her palm to her white nurse’s cap, from which a lock of glossy grey hair had escaped. Her skin seemed fragile somehow – it reminded Mirabelle of airmail paper. ‘There isn’t a convent for miles – way out at Rottingdean. It’s a mistake easily made, I suppose. With the cap. I was widowed, as a matter of fact. Harry died in Burma.’


Mirabelle paused. She had been widowed too. After a fashion. Jack had died only a few streets away, the war had been over and the circumstances meant she could never admit their connection. This child seemed to trail all Mirabelle’s most painful memories in her wake – Father Sandor yesterday and Jack Duggan today. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.


The nurse relented. ‘Listen, why don’t you have a look around the garden? There are three beds out there. Two boys and a girl taking the sea air. It’s a nice dry heat on a day like this. Lali can show you.’


Lali obediently crossed the threshold and pulled Mirabelle through the hallway, which felt several degrees cooler than the air outside and a good deal darker. ‘Take the shortcut through the back ward,’ Nurse Frida instructed as she headed smartly through a door that took her in the other direction. Lali trailed Mirabelle into an almost empty room painted a cheery bright yellow, through a set of open French windows, and on to a paved terrace at the rear, which was bathed in bright sunshine. Over the back wall, the sound of a cricket match under way wafted on the hot air towards the terrace.


Running along the back of the house, under large green canvas umbrellas, the three beds Frida had described were placed at even intervals, with wicker garden chairs in between. Beyond them, the wall between the gardens of the two houses had been removed and the resulting plot was the size of a small park. On one side there was an open stretch of lawn, peppered with balls of various sizes that had been left outside by the children, and a single tree which boasted a tin swing hoisted on two thin ropes. On the other side there was an attractive orchard with apple and plum trees and a wide vegetable patch planted in neat rows with winter vegetables and potatoes. At the brick perimeter wall, the garden fell into something of a waste-ground. There were several heaps of compost, a couple of broken children’s bicycles and a patch of rough mud. The sun was unrelenting. It was like walking into an oven. Away from the front, without the breeze off the sea, the back of the house was sheltered.


‘This is Pete,’ Lali said shyly as she approached the first bed. ‘He comes from Whitechapel too.’


The boy was stick thin and so white his skin almost glowed in the shade. ‘Wotcha, Lali,’ he said and then wheezed. The trouble he was having breathing didn’t seem to discourage him from sitting up, which he managed with determination. The beds were made up like drums, Mirabelle noticed; not, perhaps, as comfortable as a patient might like. It took a moment or two for Pete to work the sheet loose enough for him to move. He wore pale blue pyjamas that seemed to hinder him further as the sleeves were too long.


‘I’m Miss Bevan,’ Mirabelle said.


‘Doctor are you?’


‘I’m Lali’s friend.’


Pete snorted.


Mirabelle pulled up a chair and sat down. She didn’t want to be rude, but she felt she had to ask. ‘What’s wrong with you?’


The child looked at her as if she was a fool. ‘I got tuberculosis, miss. We all got TB. The sea air is good for it. The air up in London isn’t.’


Mirabelle’s eyes fell back to Lali. The girl looked hale and hearty, if a little thin.


‘Oh she’s all right now.’ Pete raised his eyes and coughed again. ‘Lali will be home in no time. When she came here she was as bad as me. Worse!’


Lali shrugged.


‘She’s not even coughing any more. Some get better, some don’t.’


As if to confirm this, there was a chorus of coughing from the other two beds. The girl next to Pete started to wheeze. Her cheeks turned yellowish pink and she gasped for breath, her hair falling over her eyes in a mousey-brown sheet. Like him, she seemed too small for her thin white nightgown.


‘Take it easy,’ Pete said. ‘You’ll have Nurse Frida out here and then we’ll be for it.’


The girl nodded. ‘OK,’ she gasped, and flung herself back on to the pillows.


The boy in the end bed put his hand over his mouth.


‘Would you like me to read to you?’ Mirabelle asked. ‘Is there a book somewhere?’


‘You could just tell us a story,’ Pete instructed, as if it was the most natural request in the world.


Lali seemed happy with this. She hopped on to the end of Pete’s bed and sat with her hands folded in her lap, waiting. Mirabelle took a breath. She had no idea about children’s stories – she certainly couldn’t make anything up and it seemed to her that stories from her own experience would be wholly unsuitable. Anything noteworthy she had ever got involved with included at least one murder. These children had some experience of death, she realised. But still. She tried to remember the books she had read in her parents’ drawing room all those years ago.


‘Peter Pan,’ she said slowly. She had seen the play at the theatre as well. She cast her mind back – it had been a Christmas treat. They had worn thick winter coats and she had carried a muffler. The book had been her present that year. She must have been around the same age as these children. Nine perhaps. She couldn’t for the life of her remember how the story started. Something about a children’s nursery and a dog. ‘Do you know it?’ she asked.


Pete shook his head but Lali sat up eagerly. ‘Yes. Neverland,’ she said. ‘My mother got it out of the library last year when I first got sick.’


‘Does it start in the nursery?’


‘Nanny the dog putting the children to bed,’ Lali giggled. ‘There’s Wendy and little Michael and Tinkerbell. She’s a fairy. And Peter – like you, Pete. I’d never thought of that.’


Mirabelle was about to make an attempt on J. M. Barrie’s classic, when further along in the second house a back door opened and a woman emerged with a bucket. She wore a nurse’s uniform like Frida, but she was younger. Her skin was dark, but not as brown as Lali’s, and her glossy black hair was plaited and pinned tidily in a bun under her nurse’s cap. An Indian nurse was not unusual these days, Mirabelle supposed. The woman hauled the bucket to the end of the garden and poured the contents on to the compost heap, digging the mulch over them. Mirabelle strained to see what she was doing – it was only kitchen peelings, probably, but she couldn’t make it out. It struck her that a nurse shouldn’t be working in the kitchen. Surely a place like this had a proper cook, though perhaps not on a Sunday. ‘Come on,’ Pete insisted. ‘What about this story?’


Mirabelle got to her feet and moved her chair, but really she was trying to get a better view. The woman wiped her hands on her uniform, picked up the bucket and was about to trudge back up the garden when two cats appeared on the back wall, jumped down and sniffed the compost. Seemingly infuriated, the nurse shook her bucket at them and they fled. That’s odd, Mirabelle thought. Then Nurse Frida emerged from the ward, gave a cursory glance in the other woman’s direction and strode with purpose towards the beds.


‘It’s time for the children to have their medication,’ she said. ‘I will have to ask you to leave, Miss Bevan. The others will be back from church any moment. We’re almost ready for lunch.’


‘Aww,’ Pete whined. ‘She was going to tell us a story.’


‘Miss Bevan will have to come back another day.’


‘She hadn’t even started,’ he objected.


From the second bed the girl started to cough again and Nurse Frida folded her arms. ‘Miss Bevan.’ Her tone was not to be argued with.


‘I’ll see her out.’ Lali jumped to her feet.


‘Thank you, Lali, dear.’ Nurse Frida nodded curtly.


As Mirabelle walked back into the house, there was the sound of polite clapping from the cricket ground beyond the wall. Nurse Frida tucked in Pete, smoothing down his bed sheet firmly. Lali had taken Mirabelle’s hand again and was leading the way. Through the empty ward, the shady hall was a relief. She wondered if it was helpful to bake the children in such strong sunlight, even though the umbrellas afforded a little shade. Lali’s eyes became serious suddenly.


‘You will come back, won’t you?’ the little girl checked.


Mirabelle crouched. ‘Lali, dear,’ she said, ‘I’ve mentioned what happened to you to Father Grogan and to Nurse Frida and I hope they will address it. But I’ll check on you again to make sure. I promise.’


‘Thank you,’ the girl said quietly.


‘You sound as if you’re from London, you know.’ Mirabelle smiled. She didn’t want to go.


‘The kids give you a hard time if you aren’t English.’ Lali shrugged, matter of fact.


‘You hadn’t been here long when you got sick, had you?’


‘It was so cold. My mother thought that’s what it was – just a cold. The room we rented at first was bad. One of the walls was crumbling with damp and it smelled funny. The doctor said we were too slow in coming to him, but we didn’t know. I just kept coughing.’


‘You’ll be going home soon, I’m sure. Just as your friend said.’ And there were those serious eyes again. ‘I’ll pop in next week. I promise,’ said Mirabelle. She tried to frame the feeling of suspicion that was hovering on the fringes of her mind, but the words tingled and then disappeared, like a mirage. The clock by the door said five to one and, Mirabelle noticed, the smell of cooking was seeping through the hall – a meaty scent of long-simmered stew. ‘Could I use the lavatory?’ She was hedging. Lali pointed towards a door at the rear of the hall.


Inside, the room was baking hot. The bevelled window magnified the sun and there wasn’t a curtain or blind to shield it. Mirabelle stared at herself in the mirror. She ran cold water over her wrists. This place made her uneasy somehow. Mirabelle lifted her handbag from beside the sink and as she turned to go back into the hallway she noticed a thick slick of dark blood down the enamel of the lavatory. It pooled where the pan was bolted into the linoleum floor. She tutted. The blood, she noted, must be fresh. It would dry in here in a matter of minutes.


As she stepped back into the hallway, the front door opened ahead of her and a long stream of children flooded back from church. Lali was swept away on the tide. Then, when Mirabelle’s eyes lit on her, she was laughing with another girl. She looked over, as if she was asking for permission to play with her friend. Mirabelle nodded. Lali gave a little wave and the two girls disappeared through the ward and into the garden hand in hand.


The boys from the beach the day before clattered in the other direction, upstairs, and what had at first seemed an endless tide of bodies magically dispersed through various doors. In the children’s wake, three nurses stood at the row of pegs hanging up their navy capes. One of them wore a darker uniform and Mirabelle surmised she was Sister Taylor, whom Nurse Frida had mentioned.


‘Excuse me. I’m afraid there is some cleaning required.’ Mirabelle pointed in the direction of the partly open lavatory door.


‘The children’s toilet?’ the sister enquired. Her tone was authoritative.


‘Children’s? That one there?’ Mirabelle pointed again.


‘Guests shouldn’t use that. We’re very careful of cross-infection.’


‘Do the nurses have separate facilities?’


‘If you’re visiting we’d normally ask you to use the staff lavatory. It’s upstairs.’


‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know. Sister? It is sister, isn’t it?’


The woman nodded. ‘Sister Taylor,’ she confirmed. ‘No harm done. Can I see you out?’


‘Yes. Of course. The thing is, I mentioned to Nurse Frida that Lali has been having trouble with the older boys.’


‘Trouble?’


‘They have been bullying her. She had some sweets, I think, and they took some of them.’


‘I’ll look into it.’


Mirabelle was about to ask something else, though she hadn’t quite formed the question, when the younger Indian nurse she’d seen in the garden emerged into the hallway and rang a brass bell.


‘Thank you, Nurse Uma. Time for lunch,’ Sister announced. ‘Nurse Berenice,’ she said, indicating a strawberry-blonde, younger woman with a pudgy face, who sprang into action. The nurse turned the front door’s ebony handle and swept it open to direct Mirabelle through. ‘I’ll see the mess is cleared up,’ Sister Taylor said. ‘Thanks for letting us know about the boys. It happens from time to time, you know. I’ll have a word.’


From the house the sound of chattering children wafted down the steps as they rushed back through the hallway towards lunch. Then the door closed. As Mirabelle walked down the stairs, she felt a welcome breath of air from the sea. Two girls whizzed past on bicycles, heading for the front. One of them rang her bell and the other squealed. For a second it seemed too quiet. Mirabelle felt her skin prickle as if somebody was talking about her behind her back. She wondered what Nurse Frida had meant about a refund when she first opened the door. She wondered which of the children had bled in the toilet, when she was outside. She wondered why it was Father Grogan who came to find little Lali the day before, and how often the nurses helped out in the kitchen. She wondered if either the priest or the nurse or the sister really would have a word with the little gang of bullies and, if so, what they might say. It was the details that made the difference, Mirabelle always thought, and something simply wasn’t right. Lali wasn’t happy. She decided to take a walk and try to make sense of it.




Chapter Three


Memory is the art of attention


Mirabelle turned along the promenade above the beach. Today, the air smelled of orange squash with a tang of sherbet and the heavy scent of frying chips. The sound of laughter floated up from the shore. Parents cheered on their children, swimming in the sea and, as they emerged, shuddering into the comfort of thin, scratchy towels, the mothers handed out homemade sandwiches freckled with the tiny amount of sand – or rather, grit – the pebble beach afforded.


Along the front, Mirabelle stopped at a café with a candy-striped canopy. She sat inside, out of the sunshine, and sipped a pot of tea while she considered. In fairness, Lali had seemed contented enough when she had left. The children’s home wasn’t some dreadful, Dickensian hellhole. But still. Over the last year Mirabelle realised she hadn’t taken a single case on the side at McGuigan & McGuigan – not one. And yet here she was, with her suspicions aroused and, as a result, her heart beating a little faster. She made the decision not to go back to her flat and read the Sunday Times as she would normally. It would do no harm to keep an eye on things, she told herself. Something was amiss, she was sure of it. It might be minor, of course. It might be nothing, but best to be sure.


She paid, leaving a tip, and stalked into the sunshine, retracing her steps until she turned off Kingsway and towards Church Street. All summer it had seemed dusty up here, like a holiday town somewhere on the continent. She crossed, continuing up the incline towards Norton Road. There was only one place to start, she realised. Mirabelle hadn’t visited the Church of the Sacred Heart for years. The last time had been Sandor’s funeral. He was buried, like Jack, in the little graveyard next to the church. Despite the baking heat, the skin on her arms raised goosebumps as she glanced over the wall in the direction of Jack’s grave, which, she noticed, was devoid of flowers. Jack’s wife must have stopped laying them at the base of his gravestone. In weather like this, they’d hardly last.


Mirabelle cut off the pavement and along the shaded stone porch of the church. She pushed open the heavy wooden door and the sound of creaking hinges reverberated around the high ceiling. The church was empty. The air smelled of dusty prayer books, cedar-wood pews and a stale hint of perfume. The congregation was not long gone. After the bright sunshine on the street, the darkness felt intimate and the huge space amplified every sound. Mirabelle took off her sunglasses.


She had only ever come here in extremis. The church had been important in her very first case – she’d sought out Sandor for help. Mirabelle sighed. The breath echoed like some kind of ghost, only covered by the sound of her steps as she walked down the aisle and knocked on the door of the vestry. It creaked open to reveal a tidy-looking young woman in a pink summer dress, and a hat that was made out of brown feathers. In her hand, an iron was steaming over an embroidered surplice on a board. Behind, on the shallow windowsill, framed against pale green, leaded glass, a line of pots held straggling plants for which Mirabelle felt sure there must be inadequate natural light.


‘Can I help you?’


‘I’m looking for Father Grogan.’


‘The father won’t be back until later. For Vespers. You could try at the house,’ the young woman offered. ‘It’s across the road.’


‘Thank you. I wanted to ask him about the convalescent home on Eaton Road. The one for children?’


‘The TB kids? We took the choir there to sing carols at Christmas.’


‘How nice.’


‘Poor things. Most of the parents can’t visit. They come from deprived areas. London mostly. Slums, you see.’


‘It seems such a wonderful cause. I met one of the children – a little girl. She was from Jamaica.’


The woman’s lips pursed. ‘Really?’ she said, as if she wouldn’t expect the home to admit foreign children. ‘I didn’t know they had tuberculosis in Jamaica.’


There was no measure in offering an explanation. Mirabelle changed tack. ‘Father Grogan seems very involved there.’


‘Well, it’s close to the church. He has such marvellous energy, I always think, for a man of his age. He’s very inspirational.’


Mirabelle wouldn’t have used that word about the gruff-faced priest. ‘Well, you’re doing him proud.’


‘We can’t have the father in disarray, can we? That would never do,’ the woman said cheerily as she stroked the surplice and laid on the iron.


Mirabelle’s heels echoed back up the aisle. Outside, she walked across Norton Road to the priests’ house and peered through the front window. Nobody was inside. The room was a study lined with books and furnished with a leather-topped desk and three comfortable chairs. A large black telephone sat in pride of place on the desk. She tried to imagine what Jack would do in this situation and realised that he’d just watch. It’s Sunday, she thought, what am I going to see but a whole lot of Bible bashing? Then she cursed herself for her impatience. The church was important to people, even if she had lost her faith a long time ago. Perhaps Lali had as well – skipping the service like that. As a child, Mirabelle would never have been allowed to skip a Sunday on the pews. She wouldn’t have dared. The kid had spirit, Mirabelle had to give her that. It took nerve to ask for help too. She didn’t want to let her down.


She wandered over to the corner and loitered in the doorway of a closed hardware shop, which afforded an unobstructed view of both the church and the house, and, as she did so, her mind wandered. She considered walking down to the beach, but even casting her eyes in the direction of Norton Road brought her back to the feeling in the pit of her stomach – a mixture of concern and excitement. Lali trusting her. Father Grogan searching for the lost child – not the police. Not the nurses. There was something odd about it. She was getting too old for this.


Vespers was at five o’clock. From her vantage point Mirabelle could see the painted sign outside the church. She had been brought up in the Church of England and the evening service to her mind was Evensong. She remembered at school, when she was in infants, she had overheard two Catholic girls in the class talking about Vespers. ‘Sounds German. Vespers. Does it mean whisper or something,’ one of the other girls had snapped, putting on a German accent. ‘Visper. Visper.’ Mirabelle had been four years of age when the Great War had ended. There were several girls in her class who had lost their fathers. One or two had lost older brothers. ‘I hate those Fritzes,’ one of the girls said in the playground, next to the swing. ‘I’ll never forgive them.’ It occurred to Mirabelle that German still meant something bad, though it was over ten years now since the latest peace – hopefully the last one.


At length, Mirabelle watched the woman in the pink dress pick her way along the pavement, back in the direction of town. Across the road, a young couple knocked on the door of the priests’ house and were admitted. The parish at Hove was full of young families, and there must be a steady stream of weddings and baptisms with all the attendant arrangements. Mirabelle rarely passed the Sacred Heart on a Saturday when there wasn’t a wedding car outside or a photograph being taken at the door. She had found confetti in the mud on Jack’s grave more than once. The stuff got everywhere. Across the road, the couple left half an hour later and two old women turned up, one clutching a Tupperware container, which she pressed upon the tall young man who opened the door – a trainee priest, Mirabelle guessed.


At half past four, Father Grogan walked the women down the pathway. He shook their hands before waving them off. Then he continued over the road to get ready for the service. Mirabelle decided to wait until the celebrants had arrived before taking her place to the rear of the congregation. She didn’t want to be too conspicuous. At least the church was cool inside – that would be a relief. She checked her watch, then she squinted as she saw Sister Taylor appear at the top of Eaton Road. That’s strange, she thought. The sister had attended the morning service with the children. It seemed uncommonly devout to come back for Vespers, besides which she surely ought to be working. Mirabelle hid herself, turning as if she was peering through the shop window as the sister disappeared through the doorway of the Sacred Heart. Then she followed, doing her best to enter the empty church quietly, slipping into a pew at the back just in time to see Sister Taylor hammer on the door of the vestry. It creaked open. Sandor had always said he would oil it but he had never got round to doing so. It sounded as if nobody ever had.


Father Grogan clearly wasn’t expecting this visitor.


‘I have to speak to you,’ the sister insisted. The urgency of her tone filtered to the back of the empty church.


The priest’s voice was lower and more difficult to make out, but Mirabelle thought she heard him say something about ‘after the service’.


Sister Taylor hissed. ‘No,’ she insisted. ‘It’s important, Father. Now. Please.’ He relented and she disappeared inside, the door closing with a loud click. Mirabelle crept up to the altar beside the door and knelt on the stone floor. I’m getting too old for this, she thought again as she prepared to peer through the keyhole just as two young women burst into the church. They were wearing cotton dresses, pumps and straw summer hats decorated with thick ribbons. Mirabelle jumped up and stepped back, crossing herself as the women slid into a pew and whispered to each other. A twist of annoyance turned in Mirabelle’s stomach at being interrupted, but at least the women didn’t appear to have noticed what she’d been up to. Then a man arrived and made his way to a seat at the front.


Mirabelle sighed. The opportunity had passed, clearly. She decided to walk back up the aisle, slip into the sunshine and loiter by the gate. A couple of dozen more people disappeared through the church door – families, women with children, and one or two old men on their own. The congregation nodded their hellos as they made their way along the porch. Mirabelle smiled back. She’d go in at the last minute, she thought, if the sister didn’t come out. She was about to do so when the bells sounded five o’clock and Sister Taylor emerged and, with some grace, so you might consider it genuinely an accident, Mirabelle deliberately swung into her, as if she was in a rush. ‘Oh hello,’ she said, sounding surprised. ‘I’m so sorry, Sister.’


‘It’s you.’ The woman was tight lipped. Mirabelle noticed her hands were balled, the knuckles white.


‘I’m on my way to Vespers,’ Mirabelle proclaimed. ‘It must have started by now. Aren’t you coming?’


‘I have to get back to the home. One of the children left something this morning. That’s all.’


Mirabelle let her gaze settle. It was an odd response and, besides, Sister Taylor was empty handed. In the normal run of things, she was sure, a sister might send a nurse on that kind of errand.


‘Did you find it?’ she asked.


‘I’m sure somebody will hand it in. It’s fine.’


‘What did they lose? I’ll keep an eye out.’


‘A cardigan.’


‘On a day like today?’


The sister gave a half-shrug. ‘I have to get back,’ she said.


Mirabelle watched as the woman crossed the street. Her shadow was hazy on the hot tarmac – the sun was beginning to sink. More people arrived at the church and disappeared inside – a last-minute rush. After a minute or two the sound of organ music mingled with the noise of a bus chugging along the main road, the dusty tang of lead on the hot air. Mirabelle stared in the direction of Jack’s grave. She slipped around the side of the church where the gravestones cast shadows in regular rows, as if the ground was patterned. ‘What do you think?’ she asked the bare space where Jack’s body was buried. She knew what he’d say. Trust your instincts. That’s what he’d always said. She stepped backwards. ‘And you?’ Sandor was silent. His gravestone had been carved in Hungarian, his native tongue, apart from one line, in Latin. Caelitus mihi vires. My strength is from heaven. She wondered what the Hungarian inscription said as she remembered Sandor’s laugh and imagined the advice he’d inevitably have given. Do the right thing. He had been a priest, after all, and had never shirked his duty.


The dead didn’t understand, she thought as she checked her watch. How could they? Vespers couldn’t last more than an hour and what would transpire next would be, at least, a good indication of the urgency of the problem the sister had brought to Father Grogan, she thought. Now there was no rush. As she turned to go she suddenly wondered what Jack would think of her these days – all that youthful promise and the piebald glory of wartime romance long over. The world had changed, she realised. She didn’t like to dwell on it.


Quickly she walked up Norton Road and turned on to Eaton Road. The trouble with residential streets, she always found, was that it was tricky to loiter without being conspicuous. There were all kinds of reasons a woman might be waiting near a church, but far fewer outside a house that wasn’t her own. During the war, the department had used all kinds of covers, but these days she was on her own.


She took up a position three doors down from the children’s home on the other side of the street. Mirabelle thanked her lucky stars she hadn’t worn her red dress. The brown, glazed cotton she’d chosen in a hurry that morning blended into the grey brickwork and the summer foliage that dripped over the wall. Inside the convalescent home there was little movement at the windows. The children would be having tea and then perhaps it might be bath time for some of them at least. From the direction of the beach, snatches of women’s voices having a singsong floated towards her, and then, after a few moments of silence, shouts on the air from the cricket ground as a player was bowled out late in the match, followed by a scatter of applause. Noise travelled differently in the summer. Everything seemed easier in the warm weather.
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