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Praise for The Only Child

‘A great book entertains with a compelling narrative, one that keeps the reader’s attention while weaving in universal truths about the human condition during the best and worst of times. Kayte Nunn’s The Only Child will join Marge Piercy’s Braided Lives, along with films such as Blossoms in the Dust and Vera Drake, as a reminder of what is at stake when the reproductive rights and choices of girls and women are diminished. It is a well-paced story with finely drawn characters—and it’s hard to put down’

JACQUELINE WINSPEAR

‘A taut, clever whodunit … Kayte Nunn keeps the stakes high and the characters compelling, making for a fast, fresh, engrossing historical mystery!’

KATE QUINN

‘A deeply moving look at a past when women’s reproductive rights were denied … a heartbreaking and ultimately hopeful story that resonates in today’s world’

SUSAN WIGGS

‘I love it when I start a book and am immediately pulled into the story. The Only Child delivered on that count and more … Richly drawn characters, masterful storytelling, and a slowly unraveling mystery kept me on the edge of my seat, right up until the satisfying ending’

KAREN McQUESTION

‘An atmospheric and beautifully written crime thriller … utterly addictive’

ALLIE REYNOLDS



For all the mothers
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‘Almost every graduating class had a girl who disappeared.’

—Ann Fessler, The Girls Who Went Away



Prologue

The woman chooses the spot deliberately, set against a wall, where nettles grow waist-high in the warmer months. It’s softer here, mostly sand, and boggy in spring, but even with snow whitening the ground she can slice her shovel into the earth. It is an effort, but she is strong; they all are, for the work in the laundry and outdoors is hard, and muscles emerge ropy and lean after only a few months. Though she wears gloves now, the skin on her palms is callused and speckled with splinters, further proof of her labours.

She works by the light of a kerosene lamp, shadows chasing her movements, making her seem larger than life. She pushes the shovel into the frozen ground, all her weight behind it, the scrape muffled by the drifts of snow. There is a grim satisfaction, pride even (though that is a sin), in a job well done, the sides of the hole neat, squared off. It is important that it is deep, though it doesn’t have to be large, for what is to be buried is little bigger than a bag of sugar.

She is doing God’s work, and what greater glory is there than that? Helping these sinful girls, sheltering them, when no one else will. Their families certainly don’t want them, not after what they’ve done, the shame they’ve brought on themselves and their kin. These girls have sinned in the worst possible way; how could there not be a seed of evil in each of them? It is her responsibility, her calling, to rid them of it, just as they are relieved of the results of their sin, their babies given to righteous, Catholic, couples.

As she once paid for her sins, so, too, should these girls.

Most are young, afraid, full of remorse so great that they cry into their pillows when they think everyone else is asleep. She’s heard them all, felt an answering leap of satisfaction at their distress. Some will come back a second and even a third time, the stain on their souls too deep to be cleansed. These have the mark of the devil himself on them. They are past saving, though she is not supposed to think that. When such evil thoughts arise, she scourges herself in penance. She welcomes the pain, whipping the tender skin of her thighs until she is spent, cleansed, euphoric even.

She nudges the package at her feet. This is the spawn of one of the smallest of them all, one whose belly had grown as round as a prize-winning watermelon. The baby had failed to thrive. There wasn’t time for a baptism; nor to register the birth.

It is the bitterest winter, the water pipes to the house have frozen, the shoreline is iced over. With Mother Superior in the city, the island cut off by a blizzard, it has fallen to her to take care of things. She prayed to Mary, her knees bruised by the cold chapel floor, until she received an answer.

She discards her gloves and retrieves a cigarette case from the pocket of her habit. It rattles as she does so for it contains a silver coin. She’d seen her grandmother do that when laying out the dead. She’d taken the quarter—shiny and new—from the cash box in Mother Superior’s office, reckoning it wouldn’t be missed. She bends, gathering the bundle in her arms in an unwitting parody of a nursing mother, and tucking the case among the folds of linen.

She lowers the package to the bottom of the hole, shovels earth over the top until it is level, jumps up and down three times on the spot to flatten it. More snow is coming, and by the time the sun rises, any evidence of her work will be hidden.

She pauses, crosses herself briefly, picks up the lantern, gloves forgotten, and hurries back to the house.

It is a sorry business.



CHAPTER ONE

Puget Sound, 2013

Frankie Gray had been at Fairmile for exactly three weeks when the first body was discovered. Early one rainy day (when wasn’t it in the Pacific Northwest?) she headed out with the dog, jogging along the track that led to Huntley’s Point. The air smelled of pine and rich, damp undergrowth, and she lifted her face, delighting in the feeling of rain mingling with the sweat on her skin. She didn’t care in the slightest that her hair was wet through and would likely be a ball of frizz once it dried. She was in an anticipatory mood (the very best kind) and didn’t even mind that the water had snaked its way under her collar, rapidly soaking her back. Her stomach flipped with excitement and nerves as the words Izzy’s coming tomorrow, Izzy’s coming tomorrow sang in time with her footfalls.

Scruff, whose thick coat quickly flattened in the downpour, resisted the pull of the leash, but Frankie ran faster, her thoughts turning to the day ahead, the grimy windows to wash, baseboards that needed priming, elusive plumbers to chase, a room to get ready.

As they approached the marina, Scruff stopped dead in his tracks. ‘All right, all right.’ Her voice sharpened in exasperation, though she knew he wasn’t to blame. It had been her idea to come out on such an unpromising morning.

They had reached a bridge, a rickety thing that visitors called quaint, the islanders an accident waiting to happen, with good reason as it turned out. A gaudy display of silk and plastic flowers had been taped to a post. Below them sat a waterlogged pink teddy bear, a mass of handwritten cards, their ink inscriptions smudged beyond legibility by the weather, a collection of spent candles in glass jars, a Mariners baseball cap, and a crudely made cross with the name Jesse burned into the wood.

She’d heard about the accident. It happened the day before she arrived, and her mom had been full of the news. A teenage driver who’d had her licence barely a month took the corner too fast, ending up in the water. ‘They think drugs were involved,’ her mother said, pursing her lips. ‘What a waste.’

‘Literally speeding,’ Frankie deadpanned in response, earning a sharp look from her mom.

She bent down; her eye caught by a small photograph. A University of Washington sweatshirt, long, blonde, straight hair, perfect skin, a pout for the camera. This girl’s family would be forever shattered; her mother and father, possibly brothers and sisters too, all facing a gaping hole in their lives.

Scruff was whining, the whites of his eyes showing. ‘Come on, buddy, let’s go,’ Frankie said, breaking into a halting jog. Her right leg still gave the occasional twinge, particularly in rainy weather, and it was a few strides before her gait evened out again.

When she reached the garage where she’d left her mom’s truck for repairs the day before, she settled the bill and splashed over to the truck, blinking away the raindrops that gathered on her eyelashes.

Grateful for her foresight in stashing an old towel in there (a habit born more from impromptu ocean swims than sudden downpours), she stood back to let the dog scramble in the passenger door and wiped the rain from her face.

It was less than a fifteen-minute trip back to Fairmile by road, the last few miles along a dirt track edged with towering, old-growth Douglas fir and big-leaf maples. Frankie’s wipers worked double time to clear the driving rain. Flicking on the radio, tuned to the local station, she caught the end of a news report: the body of an elderly woman found in suspicious circumstances.

The words ‘suspicious circumstances’ were something of a cover-all: they could mean suspicious as in foul play was involved or, less ominously, medically inexplicable. When she heard the name Pacifica Gardens, however, her knuckles whitened on the steering wheel. Ingrid’s nursing home. On the other side of the island.

Frankie briefly considered pulling over, making a call, but common sense told her the likelihood of the phone being answered was slim; it would be quicker to drive there. She scanned the road ahead for a place to turn, then checked the rearview mirror, ignoring the automatic impulse to reach for lights and sirens. Some habits died hard.

Instead, she spun the wheel in a tight arc. The tyres squealed in protest and the truck threatened to fishtail in the wet, but the treads held, and she was travelling in the opposite direction, managing to stay within a hair of the speed limit.

As she drew up at the nursing home, she wasn’t surprised to see a cruiser with a six-pointed gold star and the words ‘Island County Sheriff’ in white letters across its doors. She eased into an empty space between two other vehicles, cracked the back window open for the dog, and cut the engine.

Walking towards the building’s entrance, she made herself take the long, calming breaths she was supposed to practise more often, doing her best to ignore the tightness in her chest, the thumping of her heart, an accelerated pace that had begun as soon as she heard the news report.

The island didn’t have a local TV crew, which was something to be grateful for, though doubtless several from the city would be on their way before too long. A suspicious death would be a lead item on the nightly news unless something considerably more dramatic took its place.

A young woman—a girl really—with stringy blonde hair and pale skin was hunched on a low wall, sheltered from the rain by the building’s eaves, pulling hard on a cigarette. She didn’t look up as Frankie strode past.

Frankie made it through the front door before she was stopped.

‘No visitors today I’m afraid.’ June, the receptionist, was an abrasively cheerful woman who enjoyed wielding her tiny measure of power with more relish than was strictly necessary. ‘I’m not supposed to let anyone in.’ She turned towards the sounds of muffled voices that were coming from the end of the corridor and Frankie strained her ears, hearing the click and electronic whirr of a camera shutter. ‘Perhaps try again tomorrow …’

‘But …?’

June smiled patronisingly. ‘Ingrid had a good night, and she’s perfectly fine.’

The tightness in Frankie’s chest released, like a rubber band that had been held taut for too long, and for the first time since the radio report she felt able to take a normal breath. It wasn’t likely that her grandmother would have been the victim, but her imagination had gone into overdrive nonetheless.

June seemed as if she wanted to say more but was silenced by the arrival of a harried-looking man in an expensively cut dark suit clutching a folder to his chest. His hair was combed back in two slick wings, and Frankie noticed a tiny bead of blood on his chin where a razor had cut too close.

Frankie had made at least a dozen visits to the home in the short time since she’d arrived on the island and was on nodding terms with nearly all the staff, but she had never seen this man before, she was sure of it.

June knew him though, for she straightened, fussing nervously with the papers in front of her. ‘Good morning, sir.’

The man muttered an indistinct greeting, went around the front desk, and leaned towards June, whispering something in her ear.

He paid little attention to Frankie, and she took advantage of their distraction to check the corridor, craning her neck. She saw a tall shape in a doorway, someone wearing hooded Tyvek coveralls.

Anywhere else and the place would have been in lockdown, guards posted to keep visitors out, but this was an island so sleepy that in the off season it was practically comatose, so she doubted whether they’d even heard of such a thing. She’d guess that cops here dealt with loud parties, acts of vandalism, traffic violations, domestic disputes. Very occasionally homicide. Rarely, if ever, murder.

The single-storey building huddled in the lee of a steep hill, with the better rooms looking across lush lawns that led to the ocean. It was laid out in an elongated H-shape and housed thirty-five residents, all in varying degrees of mental and physical disability, bodies and minds worn out by long or hard lives, often both.

Everyone who lived at Pacifica Gardens had their own room and small private bathroom, equipped with handrails and shower chairs, though some needed help using them. Each had a mechanised single bed and a high-backed easy chair in their room, a dresser on which to display a lifetime’s worth of memories and store their now diminished possessions. The paintwork was fresh, the carpet (although a bilious, institutional colour that made Frankie think of split pea soup) new, and the staff were kind, from what Frankie had seen on her previous visits at least. Still, there was no disguising the smell of antiseptic and boiled cabbage that pervaded the hallways.

The man opened the door to the back office, and after a second June turned to follow him, as if she’d forgotten to tell him something. Frankie seized her chance, arguing with a conscience that urged her to go to her grandmother’s room. Losing that battle, she turned in the other direction, to where she’d seen the shadowy shape. She reached a kitchenette, a little way along the corridor, unchallenged, and began to make a coffee. It would be her excuse if someone saw her.

No one took any notice of Frankie as she paused before the police tape, cup in hand, steam rising from its surface. The familiar, sickly-sweet smell of death crept towards her, and she held her breath as she scanned the scene. Four people crowded the small room, all in protective suits, one with a camera. A figure knelt at an open briefcase on the floor, neatly ordered sample vials in front of her. Swabs. Paperwork. Another figure, squarely built, possibly female, was turned towards the window, murmuring into a phone.

Unlike Ingrid’s room, which was dotted with family photos in mismatched frames, this one was sparsely accessorised, the only personal items a crucifix that hung over the dresser and a framed illustration of the Virgin Mary on the wall opposite.

Something—call it a sixth sense developed from years of this kind of work—made the hairs on the back of Frankie’s neck prickle when she saw the bed. A rumpled nightgown, the mottled skin and spider-veined legs of a very old person.

What looked to be garden twine fastening the woman’s wrists to the iron bedstead. Solid proof that it wasn’t accidental.

Pretty young girls found in dark alleys or lonely parks and middle-aged women bashed by abusive partners died violently … but an elderly woman, in a nursing home? Death was hardly an unusual occurrence in such a place, but not like this.

She stood, one hand on her hip, her favourite posture when she wanted to concentrate. Her other hand gripped the coffee cup, which now had a slight tremor on its surface, ripples on a murky pond. The words ‘What the …?’ began to form on her lips and she had to fight the urge to march in and start asking questions.

‘We won’t be too much longer, Molly,’ one of the men said.

‘Good.’ The woman’s voice was quiet and Frankie had to strain to hear it. She turned, caught Frankie’s gaze, and her aquamarine eyes—so bright she might have been wearing coloured contacts—signalled irritation that she should be there.

Frankie retreated, feeling like a ghoulish rubbernecker at the scene of an MVA, and hurried in the other direction. September first. That was the date she’d be official. Until then, she had no business getting involved.



CHAPTER TWO

Puget Sound, 2013

‘This place should have been locked down.’ A voice rang out along the corridor, high and clear as a soprano, as Frankie was about to sail past the reception desk for a second time. ‘Ms Gray,’ June called out, stopping her in her tracks. ‘I thought I’d made it clear that there were to be no visitors.’

‘Ingrid’s desperate for a coffee,’ Frankie lied. ‘No one’s been in to see to her yet.’ It was a calculated guess.

‘Then don’t be too long,’ June sighed, waving her along. ‘Or I’ll be in even more trouble.’

‘That’s very kind. I appreciate it—and so will Ingrid,’ Frankie said, saccharine sweet.

A few yards farther along, she stopped outside a door where an old-fashioned ceramic nameplate circled by yellow primroses had been fixed at eye level. She gave two taps with her knuckle as she turned the handle.

‘Who’s that?’

The voice was shaky, and Frankie’s heart contracted at the sight of the old woman with the faded blue eyes and scrappy, cotton-wool hair. Her grandmother was still in bed, elevated on a thick pile of pillows, blankets rucked up around her feet. It was hot, but then nursing homes always were. Steam had begun to rise from Frankie’s rain jacket, and she pulled the zip down a fraction. ‘It’s Frankie, Grandma.’

‘Hello, dear.’

Frankie smiled. She was having one of her better days.

‘Is it visiting time?’ Ingrid looked momentarily confused. ‘I’ve not even had breakfast yet. At least I don’t think so.’ She cast around the room as if there might be evidence of a meal.

‘I was in the area and thought I’d call in. Surprise you.’ Another white lie. ‘I’ve brought you a coffee. Just how you like it.’

‘No sugar. I’m sweet enough.’

They both smiled at the old joke.

‘You’ve changed your hair,’ Ingrid said.

Frankie put a hand to her head. ‘It’s been raining.’

‘No, no.’ Ingrid’s eyes briefly clouded. ‘You’ve had it cut. It was so beautiful when it was long. Why did you have to go and spoil it? You look like a boy, for goodness’ sake. You won’t get a husband with hair like that.’ She looked wistful for a moment, the thread of a memory skating away from her.

Frankie suppressed a grin. ‘I had one of those and it didn’t exactly work out. Besides, it’s easier this way.’ Though she had her mom’s hazel-flecked eyes and narrow face, Frankie’s hair had been short since she was a teenager. Her mom, Diana, was the one with the Lady Godiva locks. Of course, the brown was now threaded with grey, but the style still suited her. It wasn’t the first time her grandmother had mistaken her for her mom.

Diana was at Fairmile, probably wondering by now what had happened to Frankie, but hopefully ignorant of the events at Pacifica Gardens. Frankie decided a call could wait; her mother rarely had her mobile phone nearby in any case.

‘Where’s Emma? She hasn’t come in to get me dressed yet.’ Ingrid began to fret.

‘Why don’t I give you a hand instead?’ Frankie placed the cup on a side table and began to fold back the sheet covering her grandmother’s legs, revealing two thin sticks, swollen kneecaps, the bluish purple of long-ago scrapes, dark against her pale skin. She leaned forwards and clasped Ingrid under the arms, pulling her towards the edge of the bed, and feeling the insubstantial weight of her body as she did so. A woman who had once been a well-respected college professor, a fierce advocate for women’s rights, a force of nature, was now so frail. All Ingrid did these days was sit, unable even to read for long, her mind incapable of retaining the information on the page. It just about broke Frankie’s heart.

She helped her grandmother to the bathroom and when she was done, lifted her nightgown over her head and threaded her arms through the sleeves of a flowered blouse that she found in the wardrobe. She was reminded of dressing Izzy like this, when she was little, and had to stop herself from counting the number of buttons out loud as she did them up. ‘Izzy’s arriving tomorrow, Grandma,’ she said, adjusting the collar until it sat straight. ‘For the whole summer.’

‘The little girl?’

‘She’s not so little anymore.’

‘That’s nice, dear.’ Ingrid’s expression was vague again, and Frankie concluded that she didn’t really remember her great-granddaughter.

When Ingrid was dressed (elastic-waisted pants and a pair of shoes with Velcro fasteners completed her outfit), Frankie guided her towards the chair and then handed her a hairbrush. She went to the washstand and found a facecloth, rinsing it in warm water, and began sponging Ingrid’s face. Frankie was gentle, for her grandmother’s skin was as fine as tissue paper.

When she had finished, she began to make the bed, folding the blanket under the mattress, the movement of how to tuck a hospital corner coming to her instinctively from some long-ago summer. She’d need that skill again, once they had Fairmile up and running.

‘Do you know, I’m sure I heard a commotion earlier.’ Ingrid looked at Frankie, and then bit her lip, as if she’d said too much.

‘You did?’

Ingrid nodded, her expression conspiratorial.

‘It was probably nothing.’ Frankie didn’t want to alarm her, not until she found out exactly what had happened. ‘Beautiful.’ She took the hairbrush from Ingrid. ‘Your coffee’s right there. I’ll find out where breakfast is, but I’ve got to get on, there’s still so much to do before Izzy arrives.’

Ingrid leaned against the back of the chair, closing her eyes. The simple effort of getting dressed, even with Frankie’s help, had exhausted her. ‘Thank you, dear.’

Now that she was reassured that Ingrid was fine—as fine as could be expected—Frankie was in a hurry to leave. As she closed the door, she saw that the water in a vase of flowers on the dresser had turned cloudy, the greenery limp and slimy.

Frankie pushed her way out into the fresh air. It was sweet after the fug of the nursing home; the rain had stopped. She’d almost forgotten how gentle the light was here, even in summer, for she was accustomed to screwing up her eyes against a harsh Australian sun, never leaving the house without a hat and sunglasses.

The young woman who had been sitting on the low wall stood up to stub out another cigarette, grinding it with the toe of her shoe. Frankie counted five scattered on the pavement in front of her; she wanted to comment on the fact that there was a perfectly good rubbish bin less than three yards away but held her tongue. The woman appeared to be having a particularly bad day, even this early in the morning, and she didn’t have the heart to make it worse.

‘You’re Emma, aren’t you?’ she asked, having seen her the week before. Frankie’s uncanny talent for remembering faces—she’d once had a reputation among her colleagues as a ‘super-recogniser’—hadn’t deserted her. The girl gave a wan smile and looked up with huge, bloodshot eyes. She was younger than Frankie had first thought, could easily still be in school.

She collapsed back against the wall, looking absolutely terrified.

‘I’m Ingrid’s granddaughter.’ Frankie sat down beside her, folding one leg underneath her, forcing a relaxed pose. She waited, hearing birdsong and the faint rumble of passing cars from the road.

‘I’ve seen a dead body before, it’s as common as you’d imagine in this job, but I never saw anyone tied up like that.’ Emma sniffed loudly and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear with a shaking hand. Her nails were bitten almost to the quick.

Frankie remembered her first sight of a murder victim. She’d been twenty-one, a rookie in her first year on the force. The man was sprawled in an alleyway, the skin around his mouth purple, his eyes vacant. Her colleague had radioed it in, while she stood rooted to the spot, unable to move or look away.

‘It’s okay to be upset, that’s a perfectly natural reaction, especially under the circumstances,’ Frankie said, placing a hand on the girl’s shoulder. ‘Is there anyone I can call for you?’

Emma shook her head. ‘I can’t go back in there.’

‘No one’s asking you to.’

‘June told me to wait. That one of the deputies would want to talk to me … but I don’t know what I can tell them.’

‘You found her?’ Frankie asked, her voice softening.

Emma sniffed again, nodded. ‘She was new. Came last winter. Bernadette, that’s what she asked me to call her, none of this “Sister” business. She was once a nun you see. I didn’t even know they retired; I guess I thought they popped off quietly after mass, making as little fuss as possible.’ She gave a thin, high laugh, edged with barely contained hysteria. ‘She was very quiet, spent most of her time with a rosary in her lap. She didn’t deserve this.’ Tears began to roll down the girl’s cheeks and she scrubbed at her face angrily. ‘What kind of man would do such a thing, and to a religious woman, a good woman, especially?’ She shook her head. ‘It’s just wrong.’

Frankie wasn’t as certain as Emma that having a deep religious conviction necessarily made one a ‘good woman’, but the fact that the victim had once been a nun piqued her interest. It certainly accounted for the kitschy Virgin Mother portrait. It was interesting that Emma assumed that a man was responsible, for there would be plenty of women strong enough to overpower an elderly female. ‘What time did you get here?’ she asked.

‘My shift starts at six,’ said Emma. ‘And I was on time—early actually. It’s so light in the mornings that I can’t sleep in.’

‘Do you come in by the front door?’

‘Yes. I’m usually the first one here.’

‘So, what did you do when you arrived?’

‘Why are you so interested?’ Emma was suddenly suspicious.

‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to interrogate you. I want to understand how something like this could have happened; to make sure that Ingrid, or any of the other residents for that matter, isn’t in any danger.’

‘We always lock up—there are other doors, at the end of each wing, and one at the back near the kitchen. I had no reason to believe they weren’t locked, but I didn’t check them all.’

‘It’s okay, you don’t need to justify yourself,’ Frankie said. ‘Go on.’

Emma sniffed loudly again and wiped her nose on the back of her hand. ‘I did a quick handover with Angela—she was on night duty, and she’s always in a rush to get home to her kids at the end of her shift—put my things in my locker and then went into each of the rooms to check on the residents. I’m not required to do that, but I like to when I first arrive. That’s how I got to Bernadette’s room.’

‘Was her door open?’

Emma looked uncertain. ‘I can’t remember. I don’t think so.’

Frankie pressed her fingers to her temples and reminded herself again that she didn’t need to get involved. ‘It’s all right, it’s probably not important.’

‘Emma Riley?’ There was a crackle of static from a walkie-talkie. A young, uniformed deputy loomed in front of them.

‘Yes?’ Emma stood up, her movements stiff.

‘Would you mind coming with me? We have a few questions.’

Emma glanced at Frankie for reassurance.

‘And you are?’ the deputy asked.

‘My grandmother lives here.’

‘No visitors allowed today, I’m afraid.’

‘So I understand.’

As Frankie was leaving, she saw an SUV pull up and a middle-aged man in a red waterproof jacket, tan docksider shoes, and a baseball cap (the preferred island uniform for locals and visitors alike) emerge and walk towards the main entrance with the rolling gait of someone who might spend more time on the water than on land. She briefly caught his expression—anxious, a frown creasing his forehead—and decided that he, too, must have heard the news.

She reached the truck, noticing that it seemed to be leaning to one side. Damn it. One of the tyres was flat as a tack. She bent down and checked. There was no pressure cap on the valve. Cursing the garage, she went to the trunk and hauled out the jack and the spare.

OPS/images/cover.jpg
e 4

i @) /

|||||| ||]lrf

i "
flititir: <|| 1

compelling
4 historical
mystery’

KAYTE NUNN

BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE BOTANIST’S DAUGHTER





OPS/images/title.jpg
KAYTE NUNN
THE
ONLY
CHILD

OOOOO





