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			This one is for Max 
Who lives on in Blackwater Bay

		

	
		
			ONE

			The girl in the white uniform hesitated.

			Was there time to get down to the mailbox and back again without anyone noticing she’d gone? She glanced at her watch. Maybe – if she hurried.

			The intertwined branches of the forest clacked and clattered overhead. The wind was damp and there was thunder in the distance. She shivered and began to walk faster, picking her way with difficulty over the rough, steeply canted path. Twice she slipped and pebbles rolled down the slope ahead of her, bouncing off the roots of the trees on either side of the path. It made it seem as if someone else were walking with her.

			She paused.

			Was that someone else? Ahead? Behind?

			The pebbles skittered, the branches of the trees whispered together and all around her the woods were filled with moving shadows. Don’t be silly, she told herself. You’ve been down this path a hundred times, you know the noises well enough – small animals, insects – the hill was alive beneath the massive oaks, maples and birches.

			She hurried on, a little edgy now and laughing at herself for it. Ahead and below, between the trunks of the trees, she could see the olive-green surface of the deep, slow-moving river, glinting under the last shafts of sunlight. The storm clouds were massing, trapped by the surrounding hills, darkening everything steadily, inexorably.

			‘You’re going to get wet, you dunce,’ she muttered to herself. ‘Why didn’t you accept that lift, after all?’

			But she knew why.

			Her ankle turned, traitorously, at a drop in the path and she caught at a birch tree to steady herself, the white bark papery under her palm. As she took a breath, startled by her sudden loss of balance, she heard the sound again. Not an animal. Not insects. Not the wind. Not pebbles.

			Footsteps.

			Lightning brightened the shadows for a moment and she saw the point of it dipping into the hills on the horizon, a great sword of fire that made the subsequent shadows seem even darker. And colder.

			She hurried on, making for the open part of the path that ran along the riverbank to the bridge. There she’d be in full view of the cars on the highway and the houses on the opposite bank, where the town touched the river. Thunder came more loudly now, deep, but with a whipcrack edge. It rumbled away reluctantly, preparing to come again.

			Her breath was getting tight in her chest and the fresh air she dragged in was icy in her throat. She made a sound – half whimper, half gasp – and began to run.

			She was just ten yards from the end of the woods when she was caught.

			Her name was Julie Zalinsky.

			She was not the first.

		

	
		
			TWO

			It had been a long week’s journey from Omaha. Laura Brandon’s old car had fought her all the way from the recently shorn wheatfields of the sunny west to the autumn-touched hills surrounding the Great Lakes. She had expected to find glorious arboreal displays when she reached the area around Blackwater Bay, but instead had entered another world, a world of ghostly shapes and shadows that loomed up and then disappeared in a heavy fog. The town itself had been oddly quiet, with condensation dripping from the eaves of the old houses and the new shops. It looked like a nice town, possibly even a friendly town, but the fog lent it a mystery that did not make her feel welcome. The late-September colours of the trees were shrouded in grey clinging wraiths that swirled as she drove through, making it seem as if the pavements were peopled by ghosts. It wasn’t wet enough for umbrellas, but her spirits were definitely dampened as she crossed the bridge over the Black river and peered through the windshield, trying to penetrate the mist to find the turn-off to the Mountview Clinic.

			She almost missed it.

			The sign was discreet, even modest, and did not prepare her for what she saw at the end of the long rising drive.

			‘Wow.’

			So this was Mountview, her uncle Roger’s little goldmine and her new place of employment. It was a huge old building, all pink brick, white columns and ivy, but its beauty was somewhat obscured by the folds of fog that curtained it. Lights glowed behind the windows, but in enclosing it the fog somehow gave it a look of smug disdain. We are content, it said. We do not require your presence. Kindly leave us alone. Deliveries at the rear. Ordinary people need not apply.

			‘You’ll have to admit, it’s a change from Caspar Street,’ she said over her shoulder. The Largest Black Cat In The World was curled on top of the pile of boxes and suitcases that filled the rear seat. He opened one green eye, but admitted nothing.

			She put the car back into gear and cautiously circled the left wing of the building, passing through a gap in a high dark hedge that prevented passers-by from seeing anything so distractingly modern as a row of automobiles.

			Other concessions to the twentieth century had also been relegated to the rear. Behind the old building was a very modern annexe. Although there was no compromise in the long straight lines of the extension, they were softened by extensive plantings of Virginia creeper that had turned red, now dripping drearily.

			She parked the car in an empty slot and took a moment to stretch. Now that she was spared the distractions of travelling she felt strong misgivings. Had this been the right thing to do? She rested her forehead momentarily on the steering wheel.

			When her friend Julie Zalinsky had gone to work for Uncle Roger she’d been really pleased for her. (And also relieved that she’d yet again got away with not taking the job herself.) The pay and conditions seemed ideal and Julie had wanted to ‘settle’ after a long spell of moving from one hospital to another. Uncle Roger, of course, had always wanted Laura to come to Mountview, but she hadn’t felt comfortable with the idea of working for her father’s brother. She’d wanted to succeed on her own merits.

			Unfortunately, hers hadn’t been a success story. More a tale of hard work unrewarded, plus a marriage that had benefited only her ex-husband in the end. She had supported him through medical school, only to watch him disappear with someone else at the end of it. She had soldiered on, armoured by pride, but it hadn’t been easy – she was her father’s daughter, stubborn and wilful. She worked at the hardest jobs she could find with the least rewards, telling herself she was doing it for good and moral reasons. Now she knew it had just been cowardice and a kind of self-flagellation for some unrecognized inner guilt over her failed marriage. She hadn’t really been thinking clearly since her father had died and Michael had left her.

			She should have given in and taken the easy, comfortable Mountview job herself. She had sent Julie instead.

			At first Julie’s letters had been full of Mountview, how lovely it was, how friendly the staff were, how interesting the patients and so on. Then, gradually, the tone had altered.

			It started with ‘Maybe coming here wasn’t such a good idea after all’ and progressed through ‘Sometimes it can be quite spooky in the night’ to ‘I feel very’ alone’ to ‘Maybe I’m getting paranoid in my old age’ to ‘People can be such a disappointment, can’t they?’.

			In her last letter Julie had written, ‘This has been a bad week. A patient I was treating seemed just fine to me and the next day she died. Everybody seems very close-mouthed about it. There are two nurses who have taken against me and I keep hearing things in the woods at night that really scare me. I’m sure someone is watching me. I feel so paranoid – like I’m surrounded by shadows and death and suspicion and questions that have no answers . . . do you think I’m going nuts?’

			And then she had been murdered.

			Laura hadn’t mentioned the letters when she called her uncle and volunteered to take Julie’s place. He had been so grateful that a new guilt had arrived over having refused his offers before. (Laura was beginning to feel she could teach a seminar on How To Feel Guilty When It Rains.) But more than guilt had brought her to Mountview. She was also angry about losing Julie and not knowing why.

			Of course, there might not have been anything in it at all. Julie had been good at her job and a nice girl, but somewhat highly strung and, truth be told, a bit inclined to be melodramatic when she felt bored. The letters might just have reflected that.

			The trouble was that in certain moods, usually after a late meal and some wine, she would commence weaving the ordinary everyday events of life in the hospital into complicated dramas, imagining romances or mysteries, entertaining her colleagues with stories manufactured out of whispers and innuendo. She was teased about it, yet she was often proved right. She seemed to have an uncanny ability to detect connections no one else had suspected. It wasn’t malicious, but it was unnerving. In medieval days she would no doubt have been burned as a witch. Laura had found her amusing. She admired people with imagination and had liked Julie very much.

			She therefore had two problems. One was whether to believe Julie or not. The other was loyalty.

			She could have dismissed Julie’s death as simply unfortunate. Julie had chosen the wrong time to walk in the woods; some passing psycho had murdered her; it was simply a coincidence that she had died while worried about something.

			Laura could have lived with that, made herself believe it, if Mountview hadn’t belonged to her uncle Roger, her late father’s brother. Mountview was ‘a family business’. And Julie had been killed on ‘family’ ground. She wanted to prove to herself that Julie’s death had been mere happenstance, just bad luck, and not anything to do with Mountview itself.

			Admittedly, she didn’t have the least idea how to do it. She could hardly go around questioning people about where they had been on some Tuesday or Thursday night between eight and twelve, or what size shoe they took, or if they had harboured a secret hatred for Julie Zalinsky. That kind of thing was for the detective novels she loved to read, where the little old lady nobody notices finds out whodunit while knitting a vest for her newborn nephew, or the private investigator (male or female) goes down the dark streets in search of the Holy Grail of Truth.

			She wasn’t like those people. She wasn’t observant enough to tell if someone was lying, or logical enough to deduce things or see patterns. She was a physiotherapist, a practical person, trained to do a practical job. She could be belligerent at times (usually when trying to encourage a patient), but was certainly not bold enough to confront anyone, or clever enough to trap anyone. If she did find out something, what on earth would she do about it? Stand in the middle of the street and scream? It was silly – and yet . . . and yet . . .

			Julie had come.

			And Julie had died.

			She found her fingers were gripping the steering wheel so hard her knuckles hurt and unclenched herself, finger by finger. Guilt, sadness, anger. Anger would do for starters.

			She looked around. A figure in a bright-red plaid mackinaw was crouched over a flowerbed, snipping deadheads from the roses. It was the one vivid spot of colour in the grey mist, like a drop of blood suspended in the silvery air. There were faint sounds coming from the annexe – clinks and tinkles from the kitchen, hisses of steam from the laundry, someone singing, someone laughing, someone shouting – all a familiar cacophony to anyone who worked in hospitals. Hospitals are like little crossroad cities, with main streets and suburbs, a self-absorbed native population, rules and regulations, and a constant stream of people passing through. If it hadn’t been for those familiar noises she could easily have imagined Mountview as it had originally been – a great house set in splendid isolation from the plebian world of the nearby town.

			A sudden pressure on one shoulder brought her back to the present. She turned and bumped her nose on the gleaming black side of Solomon, who had finally registered the stopping of the engine and deigned to raise himself to see where they had got to now. Not another damn motel, was it?

			‘I don’t think we are seeing it at its best,’ Laura confided cautiously. ‘I’m sure we’ll just love it here.’ He merely looked at her. She didn’t know whether cats think the way we do, but she could readily imagine a certain degree of scepticism in his expression. She felt the same. ‘Spook manor, hey?’ she whispered.

			She took a deep breath. Here she was, for better or worse, and it was time to start whatever it was she thought she was starting. She got out of the car and carefully closed the door, leaving a window slightly open. Solomon would be all right. He had his litter tray on the floor behind the driver’s seat, and even with the fog there was plenty for a dislocated city cat to catalogue and observe. He glared at her and settled down again with resignation.

			She followed the path that circled the building to the front. The ground-floor windows were curtained, but through one of them she could hear the sound of a keyboard being tapped. Otherwise there was silence, the mist deadening everything except the crunch of her footsteps on the gravel path. She mounted the steps, opened one of the tall mahogany doors and stopped, stunned.

			The entrance hall was circular and its wide old floorboards had been polished to a rich sheen. Wall sconces broke the expanse of white panelling, with oil paintings in between them. The space rose all the way to the roof, two storeys above, where a glass dome let in a flood of pearly grey light. Each of the two upper floors was galleried, encircling the open space in successive ranks of mahogany balustrades.

			It was magnificent, and looked nothing like a clinic and everything like a very exclusive country club or hotel. The only thing that indicated it was anything more was the long counter set to one side, behind which stood two desks, each containing a computer and other office requirements. One desk was occupied.

			The girl who had been working at the computer looked up and smiled as Laura came across. An older woman, filing something in one of the many grey metal cabinets that stood against the walls of an inner room, put her sheaf of folders down and came out. ‘May I help you?’ she asked.

			‘Hi. I’m Laura Brandon. I’ve just—’

			The woman’s expression changed from polite enquiry to friendly welcome. At least it was intended to seem friendly, but there was something in the bright-blue eyes that said otherwise. Uh-oh, Laura thought. Tread warily here.

			‘I’m Mrs Cunningham, your uncle’s personal assistant. We’ve been expecting you since yesterday. He’ll be so pleased you’ve arrived at last.’

			In other words she was late. She opened her mouth to explain how she’d had to nurse her rather elderly foreign car along the highways between here and Omaha, but Mrs Cunningham flowed on.

			‘I’ll go through and tell Dr Forrester you’re here. The double doors on your left are his.’ She turned to the typist. ‘Will you finish filing these, Beth? I don’t want them left out.’

			‘Yes, Mrs Cunningham,’ the girl said, getting up obediently. But as the thin, blonde figure of Milly Cunningham passed through the door behind the counter, the girl flashed a look of intense dislike after her. She reddened as she caught Laura’s eye. Laura grinned sympathetically. Obviously Mrs Cunningham was a Force To Be Reckoned With. Challenge One, and she’d only been in the place for two minutes. She’d nearly reached the double doors when they were flung back and Roger Forrester strode towards her.

			‘Laura! At last! I was beginning to worry!’

			Her heart twisted in her chest. She’d forgotten how much alike they were.

			Aside from the fact that Roger Forrester had lived three years longer than his twin brother and was consequently a little greyer and a little more lined, it could have been Laura’s late father, Richard Forrester, standing there. Although, she admitted ruefully to herself as she was swept into a bear hug, her father’s blunt hands would never have been so perfectly manicured, nor would his suit (on the rare occasions he’d ever worn one) have fitted as flawlessly. Richard Forrester had run more to bandaged thumbs and plaid flannel shirts, to sporting an assortment of screwdrivers and drawing instruments in his pocket rather than a perfectly folded Irish linen handkerchief, and to getting himself into a muddle over business rather than making a brilliant success of it as his twin brother had done.

			‘You’re thinner,’ her uncle said as he released her and gazed down with a frown.

			‘And you’re not,’ she shot back, poking an affectionate finger at his midriff.

			His frown changed into a sheepish grin. ‘I told you I had good cooks here.’

			‘You told me that all right. What you didn’t tell me about was all this,’ she said, gesturing around at the entrance hall. ‘It’s so beautiful it makes me feel guilty just to walk through it.’

			‘Now, why guilty, for heaven’s sake?’ he asked, puzzlement not quite obscuring the pleasure in his voice.

			‘Well, if you’d warned me I’d have stopped to change into a ballgown or something. Shame you have to clutter it up with sick people, isn’t it?’

			He chuckled. ‘Oh, we keep them all chained to their beds so they won’t spoil the décor. In fact, the rotunda is very inefficient – we should have closed it off, built across on each floor, but I couldn’t bear the thought of destroying it.’ He beamed down at her. ‘Come on, you look as if you could use a restorative. Good bourbon, for instance.’

			She followed him, passing through a small outer office (presumably Mrs Cunningham’s domain) into the spacious room beyond.

			Her uncle Roger was at a side table pouring drinks.

			She guessed this was technically an office because there was a massive partner’s desk placed diagonally across one corner, but it was more like a sitting-room. There were two deep chintz-covered couches facing one another across a low table in front of the fireplace. Books lined the walls between the windows. The colour scheme was green and gold.

			The colour of money.

			Her uncle turned, two glasses in his hands, and smiled. ‘Welcome, Laura,’ he said, coming across. ‘I hope you’ll be as happy here as I am.’

			‘You do live here, then?’

			‘Oh, yes. Bedroom, dressing-room and bath through there,’ he said, nodding towards a door in the wall beside the fireplace. ‘We’ll do the full tour after you’ve relaxed a bit. Sit down – you look exhausted.’

			She sank gratefully into the depths of one of the couches and he sat opposite, putting his drink down on the table and reaching for his cigar case. ‘Tell me how it’s been.’

			She grimaced and shrugged. ‘I’ve managed.’

			‘You didn’t have to “manage”.’

			‘Yes, I did.’

			‘Only because you’re too proud for your own good. Just like your father.’

			She looked up quickly and for an instant, no more, met the grief in his face. So he missed her father as much as she did. The pain was as real and fresh in his eyes as it was in hers whenever she caught sight of herself unexpectedly in a mirror. He lit his cigar and the flame obscured his expression. When he shook out the match, the look had been extinguished too.

			‘You know what divorce is like,’ she tried to explain. ‘It leaves you wanting to prove something, that you haven’t gone down under it, that you can survive. Or maybe it’s different for a man.’

			‘Not really,’ he said softly. ‘But I certainly don’t think I would have immersed myself in the hellish emotional demands of working with the disadvantaged and refused alimony if I’d been in your position. It was Mike who destroyed your marriage, after all.’

			‘It takes two to ruin a marriage.’

			‘Or, in Mike’s case, three or four.’ His smile was wry.

			‘He’s not a bad person, just a weak one,’ she said quickly. Why she was bothering to defend her ex-husband was beyond her – what he’d done was indefensible. She was not going to think that way any more.

			‘Then you’re still in love with him?’

			She considered the question seriously, as she often had over the past year, whenever Mike’s letters or telephone calls came. ‘Actually, you know, I’m not,’ she finally announced, to herself as well as to him. ‘The wound has been successfully cauterized, doctor.’

			‘I’m glad, and I’m glad you’re here where I can look after you. But I can’t say this is an ideal locale at the moment.’ His face was suddenly bleak.

			 He meant Julie, of course. ‘Have they found out yet who killed her?’ She was relieved that he had brought it up before she’d had to work it into the conversation. She could hardly admit she’d come here predisposed to suspicion and mistrust. He was her uncle, her father’s brother, after all. And yet . . . and yet . . .

			Forrester shrugged. ‘There’s been no progress. The sheriff seems an able man, far more intellectually qualified than he needs to be as sheriff of a small county like this, but perhaps that’s not enough. He’s been up here almost every day since it happened, questioning the staff, doing just about everything he could. Even so, he’s apparently come up with nothing. She was a nice enough girl, no secrets to her, no reason we can come up with for her being killed like that. It was so sudden, so eerie, somehow.’

			‘How do you mean, “eerie”?’

			‘Well, it’s thrown everyone, as you can imagine. Some of the patients were very upset, especially those who are here for emotional or mental reasons. We lost a few, of course.’

			‘You mean they . . .’

			He glanced at her, then shook his head. ‘No, no – I mean they left and went elsewhere. But the staff have been very unsettled. We’ve had several of our local employees quit, as a matter of fact. Said they just didn’t feel “comfortable” here any more. Considering the employment situation locally it seems odd that they’d give up a good job and good pay for no real reason. But it’s sort of changed the way we look at everything. Before, the woods were beautiful – now, they’re a little intimidating. The town seemed close – now it seems far away. We feel our isolation, in more ways than one. Before the murder you could best describe Blackwater as a pretty ordinary town – with a few eccentricities, I’ll admit, but finding its way forward, just the same. Now “spooked” would be closer to it.’

			‘I can imagine,’ Laura murmured. The way Julie had been ‘spooked’? she wondered.

			But he shook his head. ‘No, funnily enough, I don’t think you can. I’ve never come across anything like it. One of the GPs in town told me the other day that he’d had an absolute flood of hypochondriacs in his waiting-room. They complain of insomnia, headaches, gastric upsets, breathing difficulties – all stress-related complaints from people he hasn’t seen for years except for the odd cut finger. I mean, it’s not as if Blackwater hasn’t seen murder before, but this time it seems different. And I don’t know why. It’s strange.’

			‘At least it’s given them something novel to gossip about,’ Laura said carefully.

			The bleakness in his face tightened to something more like anger. ‘I think they blame me. Or Mountview, somehow.’

			‘Why would they do that?’

			‘We’re outsiders, you see. And she was one of ours. She worked here and lived here. Not one of them, you see.’

			‘But surely—’

			He shook his head. ‘It’s nothing overt, nothing you can exactly put your finger on . . . shops going silent when I come in, nobody nodding to you on the street any more, that kind of thing. Not ostracized, exactly, but—’ He shrugged. ‘They seem sort of . . . wary of me. It’s very uncomfortable.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ Laura said. It was also very interesting. What was the local gossip, then, about Mountview? How could she find out? To give him his due, he seemed genuinely upset by it.

			‘Oh, we’d always have been outsiders to some extent,’ he said in a more practical tone. ‘But since we’ve brought employment to quite a few local people, I thought we’d eventually be accepted. I expect it will be all right in time.’ He forced a smile. ‘Anyway, no sense in depressing you the minute you arrive, is there? Come and have a walk around. I’ve been looking forward to showing off.’

			‘I’m already pretty impressed,’ Laura said, standing up and putting down her glass. Even a few sips had left her feeling rather unsteady. She cleared her throat. ‘Aren’t you curious as to why I suddenly agreed to come here after all this time?’

			‘No,’ he said quickly. ‘I don’t question good fortune. That has a habit of making it go away. I just accept things as they come along and try to remember to say thank you whenever I can.’ He smiled at her. ‘You see, I’m a lucky man. I always have been, although I’ve never known why. Things do have a way of working out for me. It almost seems unfair, sometimes.’ He chuckled, opening the door for her. ‘But not enough for me to feel guilty about it.’

			Oh, really? she thought.

			And scolded herself for doubting him.

			After all, he was family.

			And Julie could have been crazy.

			Couldn’t she?

			

		

	
		
			THREE

			The medical world had been astonished when Roger Forrester had turned from a successful career administering massive hospitals in places like San Francisco, Denver, Chicago and Boston with conspicuous style, to creating his own little oasis in the mid-west. Forrester stick to a one-horse operation? The man who moved through society as smoothly as he did through the stock market, accruing friends, patrons and profits with equal ease?

			Ridiculous.

			Laura, too, had had doubts, remembering her uncle as the man in the Gucci loafers, the doctor who always smelled of aftershave rather than antiseptic and who always seemed to have at least one beautiful woman trying to snare him. (One actually had, but not for long. Despite being an Italian countess of impeccable breeding, her morals had proved to be less noble than her bloodline and the marriage had soon ended.) Indeed, a good deal of Roger Forrester’s social success had stemmed from the fact of his being – and staying – a highly eligible male.

			Now, however, as he showed Laura over Mountview, she was getting an entirely different picture from the one adolescence had given her. Common sense should have told her that all the style and charisma in the world wouldn’t have made her uncle a success in hospital administration. That could only have come about through ability and hard work, for big hospitals are unforgiving when it comes to incompetence. They can’t afford mere figureheads.

			He knew his job. It was evident in everything he said and in every detail he pointed out on the tour. Apparently there was something different about looking after your own.

			‘Mountview is small because I want it that way. After all those years of corner-cutting and compromise, I wanted a place where what came first was keeping the patients happy, not the Board. And, incidentally, to give the best possible care.’

			‘For which they pay through the nose.’

			He grinned. ‘Indeed. It is a business, after all – a kind of retirement hobby for me, in that the administrative side is child’s play compared with what I used to do. I have a lovely place to live and I can, occasionally, make a kind of contribution to medicine.’ He pushed open a door as they returned from the annexe to the main building. ‘If you’re still hankering after a little do-gooding, it might interest you to know that we also maintain a free clinic in Hatchville.’

			She stopped and stared at him. ‘You never told me that.’

			‘You never asked. We actually have two young physicians working for Mountview – David Butler and Owen Jenks. They alternate between here and there.’

			‘Julie wrote me about both of them.’ Laura had to smile at the recollection. Julie had been quite taken with both the young medics – David Butler because he was handsome and charming (‘maybe a little too charming’ Julie had been careful to say) and Owen Jenks because he was so very dedicated (‘he has a real vocation that I find quite inspiring’). One week she would rave about David, the next about Owen.

			Roger smiled. ‘I expect she did. Owen works mainly at the clinic in Hatchville and David mostly here, but they trade off as it suits them and take turns with being on night call. There isn’t much of that, as it happens, which is fortunate. They are both good, so I leave their scheduling to them – although it is David who usually assists at any surgery done here. Owen is better at general medicine. Aside from those two, you could call this Old Crock’s Manor. Martin Hambden, Aaron Stammel and Clifford Gantry all have an affiliation with us. A few others, too.’ 

			‘Martin Hambden?’

			‘I thought that might impress you, though in his case I have to admit it was more good luck than design. He’s a native of Blackwater Bay and still maintains a home here. In a few years he plans to give up the Grantham end entirely. He has several patients with us at the moment.’

			Laura had never thought that finally accepting her uncle’s offer would mean she could work with one of the mid-west’s most outstanding orthopaedic surgeons. It was an unexpected bonus. ‘That’s marvellous.’

			They entered the east wing of the main building. An occasional open door gave a glimpse of the patients’ rooms, each individually furnished to a standard and style one might expect of a five-star hotel rather than a medical clinic.

			The annexe was the main working area of the clinic, housing kitchens, laundry, a small surgical complex of X-ray, operating theatre and intensive care recovery room. Laura’s office, the gym and the treatment rooms were at the far end, overlooking the hydrotherapy pool. There was also an occupational therapy room. ‘You’ll be kept pretty busy. We have several patients recovering from joint replacements, thanks to Martin. And there are others with complaints in addition to their main reasons for being here – arthritics, mainly. We have quite a few older patients.’

			‘They have the money,’ Laura said.

			He looked at her. ‘Public medicine demands a lot, Laura. More than I could give, in the end. I got tired of all the fighting for money, beds, equipment – my health was beginning to suffer.’

			‘I didn’t realize that.’ She was stricken to think that she hadn’t considered that possibility. Roger and her father had been twins, and Richard Forrester had died three years ago, after leading a much less pressured life than his brother. ‘You’re . . . all right now?’

			‘Oh, fine, fine. Mountview was exactly what I needed.’

			They continued down the hall towards the nursing office.

			‘All the patients are on the same floor, I see.’

			‘Yes. If we’re full we have forty in-patients. Most stay in for less than two weeks, although we do have some long-term cases. Usually things like nervous breakdowns or depressions, which take a long time to improve. Our psychiatrist, Harlan Weaver, oversees their treatment. You’ll like him. He comes in several times a week for regular therapy sessions, but is local so is always on call should there be an emergency of any kind. Obviously we don’t take severe psychiatric cases which require confinement or anything like that, nor do we treat addiction. Those are very specialized areas, something we might get into at a later date. But there are many people for whom a short period of pampering and escape can do wonders. Being “sick” gives them an excuse to dignify retreat. When their natural strengths return they continue treatment with their own physicians or psychiatrists.’

			‘A country club for neurotics?’ Laura teased him.

			He chuckled. ‘You might say that – but some of these patients are high-powered business or creative people who need special understanding. Harlan is good at that – particularly with creative types. Not every psychiatrist can cope with those, you know. Creativity is a sensitive thing and needs equally sensitive handling.’ They moved on. ‘Before the annexe was built we took only convalescents, but now we’re doing some surgical work as well. Nothing too ambitious – you do need full facilities for that. Most patients are diagnosed before they come to us and we liaise with their own doctors. We don’t do emergency work, obviously – we’re more about peaceful after-care than ER excitements. Of course, one day I’d like to expand. The top floor could be converted to more patients’ rooms instead of staff accommodation and storage, which is what it’s set aside for now, but that kind of expansion takes money. And a big commitment, too. I do have a splendid long-term development plan, but it will have to wait for quite a while.’ He knocked on the door at the end of the hall and opened it. ‘Get your hand out of that chocolate box, Shirley,’ he said as he went in.

			‘That’s not fair,’ objected the nurse behind the desk. ‘I’ll have you know I haven’t had a chocolate in . . .’ She looked down at the watch pinned to the front of her uniform. ‘In two hours. I must have lost pounds by now.’

			Forrester smiled. ‘Laura, this is the real boss of Mountview, my chief nurse, Shirley Hasker. They just keep me around for show. Shirley, this is my niece, Laura Brandon.’

			Shirley Hasker was a tall, heavily built woman who could have seemed motherly were it not for the lines of tension around her mouth and the cool aura of natural authority that surrounded her. When she took Laura’s small hand in her plump one there was real strength underlying the soft flesh. ‘I’m glad you’re here, Laura. The agency physio we had really wasn’t much good with the patients.’

			‘From what Uncle Roger has said, they’d hate just about anybody after Miss Zalinsky,’ Laura said with a smile.

			Nurse Hasker’s face clouded. ‘It was a terrible thing to lose her like that. Terrible.’

			‘Now, Shirley, you mustn’t dwell on it.’ Forrester’s quick professional cheer rang a little hollow.

			‘I’m not dwelling on it,’ Shirley said defensively. ‘But we can’t pretend it didn’t happen, can we? She was a lovely girl and she was dreadfully murdered. It was more than a crime, it was a tragic waste of a young woman’s future. She could have done so well.’

			‘Yes, well—’ Roger Forrester seemed oddly discomfited by this display of passionate outrage. Shirley Hasker’s eyes blazed with indignation on which his cajoling tones seemed to have little effect. ‘I’m sure we all agree on that. Laura and she were good friends, of course, so she especially misses her.’

			Shirley Hasker looked at Laura, startled.

			‘Julie and I trained together and we were working at the same hospital before she came here,’ Laura explained, taken aback by the sudden enmity in the older woman’s face. Why was it unwelcome information that she had been acquainted with Julie?

			‘I see,’ Nurse Hasker said stonily.

			Forrester spoke hurriedly. ‘What is important is that Laura is here, now, and I’m delighted that she is.’ He beamed at his niece and she felt even more awkward.

			‘Even nicer if Julie were here, too,’ murmured Nurse Hasker, looking at Laura with faint reproach.

			‘Indeed,’ Forrester said uncomfortably. ‘Indeed, well, we must get on, Shirley. I just wanted Laura to know where she could come for guidance on the patients, that’s all.’

			‘If I’m not here someone else will be.’ Shirley glanced down at the papers on her desk as if eager to get back to them. ‘Nurse Pink is my deputy, but all our nurses are more than competent to deal with any difficulties or questions you might have.’ She looked again at Laura. ‘Our main concern is the patients, of course. That’s what we’re here for.’

			‘Obviously,’ Laura said rather crisply. No wonder Julie had been unhappy. First Milly Cunningham, now Nurse Hasker – both obviously prepared to dislike her from the start. Well, fair enough. She didn’t have to be loved to do her job. But it was odd.

			It was almost a relief to close the door on Nurse Hasker’s piercing blue eyes, yet Laura felt that rudeness was not natural to the big woman.

			Her uncle’s next words confirmed it. ‘She was dreadfully upset by Julie’s death. She was very fond of the girl. Perhaps too fond.’ His glance met hers, then moved away, as if embarrassed by the contact. ‘I don’t mean to imply there was anything unhealthy in their friendship, of course—’

			‘No, of course not,’ Laura murmured dutifully. They continued on their tour. He’d introduced her to so many people that she had lost track of the names. It’s fortunate that everyone wears name tags, she thought wryly, otherwise I’d be in real trouble. Mountview seemed to have no shortage of staff despite what her uncle had said about losing people after the murder.

			She looked at his averted profile as they descended to the ground floor again and saw a flush of embarrassment on his cheek-bones. Or was it annoyance? ‘I’m sure Nurse Hasker didn’t mean to make me feel unwelcome.’

			He stopped at the foot of the stairs. ‘Nevertheless, you do feel it, don’t you? I’m sorry, my dear. After all, you have more right to be here than anyone.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			He frowned slightly, then smiled. ‘Never mind, I know how you feel about that. The point is I needed a new physiotherapist and you happen to be a very good one. I’ve always wanted you here with me in the “family business” as it were, so it’s all worked out well, hasn’t it?’

			Laura tried a laugh. ‘Maybe she thinks you killed Julie so I could have her job.’ She was horrified to see his face go suddenly pale. ‘Hey, that was a joke.’

			‘Of course. You’ll have to forgive us, Laura – Shirley, myself, the others you’ve met – all of us. We’re still not ourselves. As time passes and the memory of all that fuss and suspicion diminishes, I’m sure you’ll find Mountview a pleasant place to work.’

			‘Suspicion?’

			‘Oh, yes. We all had to produce alibis and so on, the usual thing, I suppose. It’s pretty dreadful to have someone look at you and wonder whether you’re capable of murder. It’s as if your whole existence were suspect, suddenly. Where were you at eight o’clock last night, for instance?’

			‘In my motel room, watching television, I suppose.’

			‘Can you prove it? Do you have any witnesses?’

			‘Only my cat.’

			‘There you are, then. That’s what I mean. We don’t live our lives prepared to account for every minute of them, do we? There are many times when we’re alone, when we can’t remember what we were doing . . .’

			She saw his hand was white-knuckled where it gripped the newel post. ‘You can’t mean they seriously suspected you?’

			‘Oh, indeed. They suspected – they suspect – everyone. It needn’t even have been a man, you see. A woman could have done it, a fairly strong woman, anyway. Anyone can lift a rock and—’ He shivered. ‘I had to identify her.’

			‘I’m sorry. You must forget it, you know.’

			His eyes glittered. ‘How can we? Until they arrest someone, we’re all murderers.’

			

		

	
		
			FOUR

			‘This building used to be the stables,’ Roger Forrester said, as he opened the door at the top of the outside stairs. ‘I hope you’ll be comfortable here.’

			‘Oh, but it’s wonderful!’ Here, too, was a contrast to the misty world outside. Bright rag rugs dotted the polished surface of the wide old floorboards and cheerful plaid curtains framed a view of the clinic, just visible through the fog. One side of the room had been separated off as a small but well-equipped kitchen and there was a real fireplace.

			‘Bedroom and bath through there.’ He looked around in a rather disapproving way. ‘It’s not luxurious, but you’ll have it to yourself. If you don’t want to bother cooking there’s the staff canteen, of course—’

			‘I never expected this,’ Laura said, amazed. ‘I presumed I’d have to get a place in town – because of Solomon.’

			‘Yes, well, I remembered that monster would be coming with you.’ Forrester smiled. ‘This was where Julie lived – I hope that doesn’t bother you.’

			‘Not at all.’ She glanced around. ‘What happened to her things?’ she asked, trying to sound casual.

			‘Oh, I expect Milly packed them up and sent them off someplace,’ her uncle said vaguely. ‘I don’t believe there was any family, so what was useful probably went to some charity or other. Why?’

			‘Oh, I just wondered,’ Laura replied. ‘She had something of mine – a cashmere scarf – and . . .’

			‘Sorry. If we’d known . . .’

			‘It really doesn’t matter,’ she said hurriedly. So much for her first attempt at ‘detecting’. ‘Who lives downstairs? I noticed as we came up the staircase that it was furnished too.’

			‘Our two residents share it. Owen has been at the Hatchville Clinic today, but you’ll meet him soon enough. David is probably still on duty – I’m surprised we didn’t run into him during our tour.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Good Lord, they’ll be here any minute. Ever heard of Gilliam Enterprises?’

			‘I think so.’ She had vague recollections of old mining money diversified into electronics, steel and plastics.

			‘The youngest Gilliam son is a new patient of ours. He’s been here for a couple of weeks now and I’m about to be quizzed about his progress.’

			‘You don’t look too pleased.’ She was investigating the cupboards in the kitchen and her voice sounded rather hollow.

			‘I’m not,’ he admitted. ‘Frankly, his progress has been nil, but it’s not our fault. He’s a real stinker of a patient.’ He looked at her apologetically as she emerged from what had proved to be a broom closet. ‘And I’m afraid it’s you who’ll be getting the worst of it. It’s a sciatic axonotmesis.’

			‘That’s not so difficult to treat.’

			‘I didn’t say the case was difficult, I said the patient was difficult,’ he said with a grimace. ‘Anyway, don’t worry about it now, Monday is time enough. You have the weekend to settle in. I’ll get Michaels to bring your things up.’

			‘Thank you.’

			‘When you’ve unpacked, come over. We can have dinner together and talk.’

			‘I’d like that.’

			‘Good.’ He put his hands lightly on her shoulders. ‘I’m glad you’re here at last, Laura Forrester Brandon. Mountview is as much yours as mine and we need you here. I need you here.’

			‘Are you handing me the keys of the kingdom?’ she asked, a little disconcerted by his formal speech.

			‘No – only to the liquor cabinet.’

			‘Then I’ll be over as quickly as I can.’

			He chuckled. ‘If he did nothing else, Richard at least taught you to appreciate the finer things in life.’

			‘He did everything for me and you know it,’ she said, suddenly on the defensive. ‘It wasn’t easy for him.’

			‘I don’t imagine it was easy for either of you,’ he commented. ‘Both being pigheaded mavericks with no one around to act as a go-between. If your mother had lived I’m certain she’d have been worn to a frazzle just keeping the peace. She was the only person I ever knew who could handle Richard – without him realizing it, I mean. And that includes me.’

			‘He was very proud of you.’

			‘And I was proud of him. I guess it would have been better if we’d let it show now and again, instead of arguing all the time.’

			‘He didn’t like being told what to do.’

			‘And neither do you? I’ll try and remember that.’ He smiled.

			He left her to explore her new home. She was investigating the controls of the cooker when a figure appeared in the open doorway, laden with an armload of firewood. He was stringy and pale, and had a way of poking his head forward so that he resembled a curious weasel sizing up a chicken house.

			‘Oh – thanks,’ she said, as he marched across the room and dumped the logs unceremoniously beside the fireplace. One rolled a little way away, but he made no move to retrieve it. He eyed her as he came over to lean against the breakfast bar and she felt instant discomfort. The impulse to cover herself up was almost overwhelming.

			‘You like the place?’ he asked in a nasal voice that bespoke adenoids or the end of a cold. There was a trace of Maine in his words too, so perhaps he was a displaced down-easter.

			‘It’s lovely.’

			‘Last girl lived here had her head bashed in.’

			‘So I understand.’

			He seemed disappointed. ‘Don’t that scare you?’

			‘Not particularly. I have no intention of walking alone in the woods at night. And since I’ve only been here an hour or two I don’t think I’ve made any enemies.’

			He laughed at that, revealing small white pointed teeth. ‘Maybe you had a few before you even came, ever think of that?’

			‘Now how could I have?’ she asked, annoyed at herself for being drawn. The wiry little man seemed so full of malice it was almost visible in a haze around him, yet it had a curiously objective quality. He was the kind of man who would never pull the wings off flies, but would delight in watching someone else do it.

			‘You met Miss High and Mighty Cunningham yet?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Well, there’s one for a start. She don’t think much of your uncle bringing you here and that’s the truth. Wants to keep him all to herself, don’t want anyone else horning in on her territory, taking up his time, sort of undermining her influence you might say. She’s the queen bee all right, and you have to keep on her good side to survive around here. She never liked Miss Zalinsky, neither.’

			‘Perhaps her mother was frightened by a physiotherapist,’ Laura suggested.

			He seemed to resent this. ‘Laugh all you like, girlie. This place isn’t as pretty as it looks.’

			‘That’s probably because nasty things keep popping out the woodwork,’ she responded snidely.

			‘Maybe.’ He laughed abruptly, ignoring the implication. ‘Something popped out of the woods for Julie Zalinsky, that’s for sure. I’m only trying to give you a friendly word of advice. Up to you whether or not you take it.’ He cast her fate to the winds with a wave of his bony hand and, as he did so, the light caught a glint of red from a large ring he was wearing. For a moment she thought there was blood on his hand, but the light left the ring and it was revealed as simply a large and vulgarly ornate lump of male self-indulgence. Michaels was obviously proud of it, for he used his hands a great deal as he spoke, so no one could miss seeing it. It was ugly, but looked expensive.

			‘My uncle said you would help me bring in my things,’ she said.

			‘Don’t you want to know who else to watch out for? I’m maybe the only one around here who’ll give you the straight goods. Or are you too—’

			‘Excuse me, is this yours?’ came a voice from the still-open doorway and Michaels jerked around. Behind him stood a young man who looked like an ad for pipe tobacco, all lean lines and noble cheek-bones, but the effect was spoiled somewhat by his efforts to avoid being savaged by an outraged Solomon who dangled from one hand and was attempting to reduce his captor’s tweed jacket (or better still, the captor himself) to shreds.

			‘Good heavens, how did he get out?’ Laura asked, going over to relieve him of his burden. Solomon gave one last snarl, then settled into her arms like a baby, blinking his big green eyes innocently and commencing to purr loudly, as if he were no more dangerous than a kitten. Nobody was fooled, least of all Laura, who had been through this kind of thing before.

			‘He was hanging half-way out of a car window, trying to snare a sparrow,’ the man said. ‘I was going to call the zoo to see if any panthers had escaped, but then I remembered your uncle saying something about your having a rather large cat.’ He grinned. ‘I’m David Butler. Welcome to Mountview.’

			She had guessed this was the gifted young resident her uncle had been praising so highly, and that Julie had alternately worshipped and deprecated. Bet he goes down well with the rich widows and hungry divorcees, she thought wryly.

			‘Thank you.’ She put Solomon down on the couch and looked up to see Michaels staring at him in absolute terror. ‘He’s not as dangerous as he looks,’ Laura tried to reassure him. ‘He just has a pituitary condition or something – doesn’t know when to stop growing.’ Since Solomon weighed something in the region of twenty pounds and had not an ounce of fat on him, she quite understood people being a little leery of him, but Michaels’s fear seemed to go deeper than that.

			‘Can’t stand cats or dogs,’ he said in a thin voice, edging towards the door. He caught the contempt in Butler’s eyes and spoke defensively. ‘Allergic to ’em, see? Sets off my asthma even to be in the same room. You’ll have to get your own things in . . .’ He rushed out, giving a large and not very convincing sneeze as he scuttled down the outside stairs.

			David and Laura looked at one another, then began to laugh simultaneously. ‘He’s a disgusting specimen. God knows why your uncle keeps him on,’ David spluttered.

			‘For contrast, I imagine.’ She turned towards the kitchen. ‘I think I saw a jar of instant coffee in one of the cupboards. Would you like a cup? I’m dying of thirst.’

			‘Sounds fine. I’ll bring your things in from the car while you’re making it.’

			‘Oh, you don’t have to—’

			‘I know I don’t have to. I’m trying to impress you with my chivalrous manners and rippling muscles. Are you impressed yet?’

			‘Not yet.’

			‘You mean you wouldn’t buy a used car from me?’

			‘Let’s see your hands.’

			Obediently he held out his hands for inspection. They were long-fingered and square-palmed, strong and smooth. ‘Well?’

			‘Not a chance.’ She laughed. ‘Those hands wouldn’t know a crankshaft from a carburettor. Go peddle your used cars somewhere else.’

			‘You’ve crushed my spirit now,’ he complained over his shoulder. ‘I may need two cups of coffee to recover.’ He went down the staircase, his tread firm and solid after Michaels’s fretful flight.

			Well, well, she thought. Such men are definitely dangerous. Laura did not particularly care for handsome men – they usually thought their looks were sufficient unto the day and made no effort otherwise.

			As he brought in the last of her boxes she waved the sugar bowl at him. ‘Sugar?’

			‘Just half a spoonful, thanks.’

			She stirred the mug and handed it over. ‘Sorry about the instant coffee and powdered milk.’

			‘It’s fine.’ He glanced around. ‘This layout is different from ours downstairs. We’ve got more rooms, but you’ve got more light.’

			‘I never expected to be staying right at the clinic,’ she admitted. ‘Because of him.’ She indicated Solomon, who was steadily and quietly investigating every corner of the little apartment.

			‘A pet is a luxury I’ve never had,’ David said. ‘I seem to have been living in dormitories and hospital accommodation for ever. Coming here was a real pleasure, I can tell you. But I’ll hold off on the child substitutes until I’ve really settled down. I’m more of a dog man, actually.’

			‘That’s probably because you’ve never known a cat,’ she said. ‘He might convert you.’ She didn’t like dog people either – it was a war of personalities, always.

			‘If he doesn’t eat me first,’ David said, eyeing Solomon warily. ‘We didn’t exactly get off to a good start.’

			‘Oh, he’s very forgiving. Feed him a few times and he’s yours for life.’

			‘At least you’re assured of not being bothered by Michaels.’ David smiled. ‘He used to drive Julie crazy, hanging around.’

			‘Oh?’

			‘Yes. I think he had a crush on her, or something like that. He’s a hard worker and can turn a hand to most things about the place, which I suppose is why your uncle keeps him on, but he’s a nasty piece of work, in my opinion. Sly and nosy, and all too ready to pass on unpleasant gossip.’

			‘He doesn’t seem to think much of Mrs Cunningham.’

			David’s face shifted into neutral. ‘She’s very efficient.’

			‘And you don’t like her, either.’

			‘I didn’t say that.’

			‘You didn’t have to.’ She went to the window and looked over at the main building. ‘She’s been with my uncle a long time.’ She turned back to him. ‘Is that the problem?’

			‘Perhaps. It’s hardly my place to say.’

			‘My, you’re discreet,’ she teased.

			He had the grace to smile and put down his empty mug. ‘How about joining me for dinner tonight? To get acquainted.’

			‘That would have been nice, but I’m having dinner with my uncle.’

			‘Oh, of course. I should have realized. Maybe another time.’

			‘Sure.’

			‘Great.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Hey, I’ve got evening rounds. Thanks for the coffee. See you—’ With a grin and a wave he was gone. She stared at the empty space of the open door and smiled. Well, well – the beautiful David Butler wasn’t used to being turned down, was he? Or had he thought she was putting him in his place by reminding him that Roger Forrester was her uncle and he was, technically, the hired help? Good heavens, she thought remorsefully, I hope not. After all, she was only hired help herself, really. And while she was not prepared to fall instantly for his all-too-obvious charms, she had no intention of alienating him either. It was clear she was going to need friends at Mountview.

			Her assessment of her position was underlined that evening by Milly Cunningham. The woman didn’t actually say or do anything that was overtly unfriendly, it was simply the exaggerated manner she maintained throughout the meal and afterwards as they sat with brandy before the fire. She wanted to know all about Laura’s work in Omaha, how she had lived there, what her apartment had been like, who her friends had been.

			She’s being so nice to me, Laura thought cynically, she’s doing all the polite and acceptable things, making the right conversation, just the way the Lady of the Manor would do with a new governess before relegating her to the nursery.

			She watched as Mrs Cunningham laughed at something her uncle Roger had said. She’d heard about the super-efficient Mrs Cunningham for most of her adult life, because Milly had been Roger’s assistant in several hospitals, moving with him up the professional ladder.

			Until now, however, she had been no more than an apocryphal figure, often referred to but never seen. After hearing all the panegyrics about dear Milly’s efficiency and organization, Laura had expected to meet a spectacled machine in skirts. Earlier, Milly had worn glasses and a severe suit, and had appeared quite formidable. Now her golden hair was loosened to spill across the shoulders of her brilliantly coloured Italian silk dress, and gold glinted at her throat, wrists and ears. It was a transformation clearly designed to impress the New Girl, and it had – although perhaps not in the way intended.

			She’s his mistress, Laura thought, and in more ways than in bed. He’s besotted with her. He hadn’t let it show earlier today, but that was his professional face. She didn’t like it. No, she thought suddenly, I take that back.

			I don’t like her and she doesn’t like me.

			But Milly and Laura went on smiling and talking equably, because of Roger Forrester. He beamed at them, switching his focus from one to the other, obviously wishing them to be dear friends. It would never happen.

			It was not clear to Laura how much of her automatic dislike had been engendered by the various degrees of antipathy the girl at reception, Michaels and David Butler had each revealed towards Milly Cunningham. But she didn’t need other opinions to form one of her own.

			‘It’s a shame you couldn’t have come to us long ago, Laura,’ Milly was saying. ‘It will do Roger good to have family around him. But, of course, you had your own life to lead, didn’t you?’

			In other words, Laura had kept busy by messing up her marriage. Thanks for the reminder, Laura thought. She knew she was being defensive, but she also knew she was right about Milly Cunningham. She probably killed Julie, she thought resolutely, knowing it was nonsense, but taking pleasure in the thought that she had immediately solved ‘the case’.

			Forrester returned from refilling their glasses. ‘At least you don’t have to worry about driving home, do you?’ he said jovially. They’d had two bottles of wine with dinner and he was very merry. Both Milly and Laura were stone cold sober.

			‘No – only about falling on my face in the parking lot,’ Laura agreed. She sipped her drink and cleared her throat. ‘By the way, thank you for getting my apartment ready and stocking me up with the basics,’ she said to Milly. ‘Everything was in place, the bed made . . . everything.’

			‘One of the nurses, I expect,’ Milly said negligently. ‘I left it to Shirley to organize. Of course, I had a look around to make sure everything was in order, but . . .’

			But the actual work had been done by someone else. Of course. How could Laura have thought anything else? ‘And was it you who took care of Julie’s things?’ she asked, trying to make it sound like casual curiosity.

			‘Why, I—’ Milly began with a frown.

			‘Apparently Julie had some things of Laura’s – a cashmere scarf, wasn’t it, dear?’ her uncle explained.

			‘Yes,’ Laura said. ‘It isn’t important, really.’

			‘But how could she have had something of yours?’ Milly asked, looking puzzled.

			‘They were old friends,’ her uncle answered. ‘They worked together in Omaha. Don’t you remember, it was she who recommended Julie to me.’

			‘Oh, yes . . . I had forgotten all about that,’ Milly said faintly. She looked across at Laura and there was something behind her eyes that made Laura want to shiver. ‘So you were close, then?’

			‘Yes. We kept in touch.’ Laura watched her as she spoke.

			‘Oh.’ Milly’s face was expressionless as she took in that piece of information. After a minute she turned to Forrester. ‘You know, we should have had David and Owen in for dinner too, Roger,’ she said brightly.

			‘Oh, no – plenty of time for that. I want to get acquainted with my niece before anyone else does.’ Roger bent to kiss Laura briefly on the cheek before resuming his seat opposite. As he sat down next to Milly, Laura suddenly realized why she was reacting so strongly to the other woman and felt ashamed.

			She was simply jealous.

			It was the twin thing. It was like seeing her father sitting there with another woman. Because Laura had been the only woman in her father’s life from the age of twelve and her mother’s death, she’d felt a more than normal possessiveness about him. It would have taken a very special woman to win over the watchful wary child she had been. Fortunately or unfortunately, he’d been too absorbed in his work to feel the need of a wife, so she had been both daughter and mother to him as she grew up, gradually taking over the running of the house even while she was pursuing her studies. Although they did have help in the house, it was she who oversaw his diet, ironed his shirts, tried to make sure he got enough sleep and protected him from the day-to-day details of life. It had been a burden she gladly bore, knowing he appreciated it, that she was necessary to his happiness and well-being.

			That did not give her the right to extend that relationship to her uncle merely because he looked like her father. But the resemblance had been causing her great difficulty ever since she’d arrived. Intellectually she knew it was foolish, but every time he smiled a certain way, moved a certain way, turned his head a certain way, her heart contracted. She missed her father so much. Perhaps she was being unfair to Milly. Maybe Julie’s unhappiness here had simply been a clash of personalities with Mrs Cunningham. I must try to like her, she told herself. I must really try.

			‘I met David Butler earlier,’ she said. ‘I liked him.’

			‘He and Jenks are both excellent physicians.’ Her uncle nodded. ‘The resident we had before the annexe was built was – well – unsatisfactory.’

			‘He drank,’ Milly said coldly.

			‘We never knew that for sure, Milly,’ Roger protested.

			The old story of brother doctors sticking together, Laura thought, and saw from Milly’s expression that there, at least, they were in agreement.

			‘I was sure,’ Milly said firmly.

			There was a brief silence.

			‘Well, I’d better get back to my little home,’ Laura said brightly, standing up. ‘Solomon will think I’ve deserted him for ever.’

			Milly shivered slightly. ‘I saw him standing in your doorway this afternoon. He’s enormous, isn’t he?’

			Obviously another cat hater, like Michaels. ‘There have been suggestions that he’s part panther,’ Laura said. ‘I think of him as a little old man in a fur coat, because he’s so grumpy and—’

			They both stared at her. Oh, God, she realized, I’m getting an attack of the whimsies. Time to go home.

			‘I’ll walk you over.’ Her uncle stood up too.

			‘No need,’ she assured him. ‘I brought a flashlight.’

			‘Even so—’

			‘Oh, Roger, don’t fuss. It’s only a few yards,’ Milly said. ‘It’s not as if she were going near the woods, after all. Our nurses are in and out of that parking lot all the time and nothing has ever happened.’

			‘I’ll be fine.’ Laura spoke firmly and made her farewells.

			When the door had closed behind his niece, Roger Forrester turned to Milly Cunningham. ‘Well?’ he asked. ‘What do you think?’

			‘I think she is a lot brighter than I expected,’ Milly said, frowning. ‘And why didn’t you tell me she was a friend of the Zalinsky girl?’

			‘I did,’ Roger protested. ‘I’m sure I did.’

			‘Well, it’s too late now.’ Milly stood up and carried her glass over to the window. She moved the heavy brocade curtain aside, then rubbed the glass with a finger and tried to look out. ‘Do you think you can convince her to do it?’

			‘Oh, I think so,’ Roger said confidently. ‘She’s bright, but she’s still very vulnerable. She’ll take my advice, I’m sure.’

			Milly turned. ‘I wish I agreed with you. I think she’s going to be awkward, Roger. She seemed a little too interested in the Zalinsky girl.’

			‘What do you mean?’ Roger was suddenly uneasy.

			‘Oh, I don’t know.’ Milly came away from the window, allowing the curtain to fall back into place. ‘She kept going back to it. Asking questions. She seems very curious.’

			‘Well, they were friends . . .’

			‘Hm.’ Milly refilled her glass from the brandy decanter. ‘And you really think that’s why she suddenly agreed to come here after all these years? Just because she and that awful girl were friends?’

			‘Why not?’

			Milly sighed. ‘You really are an innocent, Roger, where women are concerned.’

			He stiffened. ‘I don’t know why you say that.’

			‘Because she’s going to cause trouble and we haven’t much time left for trouble. Two months, Roger, that’s all we have. Two months. Unless . . .’

			‘Ah.’ Roger smiled. ‘There’s always “unless”.’

			The fog had persisted. Low floodlights, designed to illuminate the front of the clinic, made gigantic blooms of brightness within the grey. But when Laura rounded the corner of the building and went through the gap in the hedge to the parking lot she was plunged into darkness. She took the flashlight out of her coat pocket and clicked the switch.

			Nothing.

			She stopped dead and tried it several more times, shook it, clicked it again. Still nothing. It had been working perfectly when she’d packed it and she’d put in fresh batteries only last week. She hesitated, then resolutely went on. No sense in giving Milly the satisfaction. Now that her eyes had adjusted to the dark it was sufficient in fits and starts to get her across the gravelled lot to the far hedge. She moved between the cars, touching them lightly to guide herself, but when she got to the outside hedge there was nothing for it but to walk straight ahead and hope for the best.

			After one close encounter of the prickly kind she found the gap in the hedge she was looking for and passed through, comforting herself with the thought that she’d left the lights on in the apartment when she’d departed. And she had – but they were fuzzy and faint, and no help at all. Cautiously she began to move towards the foot of the stairs that went up the outside of the old stables, her feet crunching on the drive that led to the garages further back, the mist touching her face with chill, ghostly fingers.

			What was that?

			She stopped. It stopped. At least, she thought. . . 

			She started walking towards the stairway again . . . and again imagined she heard other footsteps on the gravel behind her, in the shadow of the hedge.

			‘Hello?’ she asked idiotically. No answer. What had she expected – ‘Good-evening, I am your local rapist, may I escort you to the nearest dark alley?’

			Suddenly frightened, she ran towards the stairs and started up them, tripping and falling in her haste. She thought she heard a low, malevolent laugh in the darkness, then she was at the top, fumbling at the door and practically falling through it. She slammed it behind her and stared at Solomon, who stared back with wide green eyes.

			Solomon’s ears were pricked forward, but he didn’t seem uneasy. She thought he might have been if there were really someone outside and surely he would be looking out of the window. But he was staring intently at her, apparently wondering why she was out of breath and leaning against the door. Maybe he wasn’t such a coward after all. Things were not what they seemed out here.

			It had been her imagination and the wine, she told herself. Not being used to the darkness and the noises of the country, she’d spooked herself. It had probably been the wind, or some branch rubbing against another, or a small animal rustling in the hedge.

			There was a sudden shriek from the woods at the rear of the grounds and she nearly jumped out of her skin. After a moment there was another shriek in the distance and belatedly she recognized it as the cry of an owl. She gave a self-conscious laugh as Solomon jumped down from the window-sill and came over to butt his head against her shins.

			‘We city folk have to learn country ways, chum,’ she told him, leaning down to lift him up and hold him close. He felt warm and solid and familiar. After a moment he became bored with this and began to struggle.

			‘All right, all right.’ She put him down. He twitched the fur along his spine, then sat down and looked up at her questioningly.

			‘I have had too much to drink,’ she informed him. ‘I have been hearing things that aren’t there. And thinking things that shouldn’t be thought.’

			He got up and walked towards the kitchen – uninterested in her problems and ever hopeful of a snack.

			As she took off her coat she heard a car engine start in the parking lot. She went to the window, but couldn’t see anything, even when she cupped her hands on either side of her face. The fog was just as thick as it had been all day, but it didn’t seem to bother the person driving the car, for the headlights didn’t come on until it was nearly at the foot of the drive. The faint beams looked like hazy caterpillars. Milly, presumably, going home after a last nightcap with her precious Roger. There, she thought. Maybe she had been wrong about the woman. Maybe she’d assumed too much.

			She undressed, fed Solomon and had a quick shower. What with travelling and then having to maintain a bright and lively front during dinner, she was exhausted and the bed looked very inviting.

			There was a lovely quilt on the bed, what she thought was called Double Wedding Ring in design, in white with blue and touches of bright pink, fresh and delightful. She remembered that Julie had been interested in needlework and wondered whether she had made it — it certainly looked handmade. With a sigh of pleasurable anticipation, she turned back the covers and climbed in. Lying cosily curled up with Solomon tucked behind her knees, she ran over all that she had seen, the people she had met, the facts she had learned, and realized she knew little more than she had when she’d left Omaha. No startling revelation had been made, nobody appeared to have the word ‘Killer’ tattooed on their foreheads and everything seemed pretty straightforward. All right, there were a few personality conflicts, but that was true in any office, hospital, school, whatever. Maybe her motives in taking Julie’s place had been mixed, but the result was the same. As a friend and as a detective she was a dismal failure. In Omaha it had all seemed so obvious, so uncomplicated, so easy. But now that she was here and facing the reality of Mountview and its population she knew she was out of her depth. She could never satisfy her curiosity. She didn’t even have an idea where to begin. So she would take Julie’s place and do the job until they found a replacement, then she would move on. Of course she would. There, that was settled.

			She snuggled down. The bed was cosy.

			But sleep would not come.
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