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Chapter ONE


 


 


I
walk into my office lobby, seeing the brass sign on the wall, “Elise Close:
Family Therapist”, thinking that I’m crossing this threshold for the last time.


For
a week or two, anyway. 


It’s
Thursday afternoon, and as from tomorrow, I’m taking a well earned vacation. My
assistant’s already on leave, and I’ve come in to wrap things up. Just a few
more admin tasks to do, and a notification on my answering machine that I’ll
only be available for emergencies. Then, I can climb in the car and go home, to
the modest house I own in Dover, Delaware, a ten minute drive from the office,
and plan my beachfront getaway.


It’s
then that I see the woman in the lobby.


Huddled
in her gray pashmina, and with sunglasses hiding her eyes, the blond woman is
clearly waiting for me, because she scrambles to her feet as soon as she sees
me.


My
first impression is that she’s cold. The lobby is drafty, especially in early
winter, and because I mostly work by appointment, people don’t often spend time
sitting here.


Then
she removes her shades, and I revise my impression.


This
woman isn’t cold. 


With
a flicker of unease, I see that she’s afraid.


She
steps forward, so fast that one of her boot heels twists underneath her and she
stumbles. I dash forward to grasp her arm and prevent a fall.


“Are
you Doctor Elise Close?” she asks, while fumbling for balance.


“I
am,” I say, gently releasing my grip as she steadies herself. 


Her
arm is as tense as steel. Nerves are twanging from her. The knuckles clutching
the ice-blue pashmina are white with stress. Framed by platinum curls, her face
looks drawn. 


I’m
used to stressed patients, but this is more than what I’m accustomed to.
Something is very wrong here.


“What’s
your name, please?” I ask. “Do you have an emergency?”


“Can
we speak inside?” the woman replies. Her voice is hoarse and grainy, a tone
that makes me think of smoldering cigarettes and late-night whisky bars. I
guess that in better circumstances she would have a raucous, throaty laugh.


“Of
course we can.”


What
does she want, I wonder. Why has she arrived on my doorstep, and  where is she
from?


More
importantly, how can I help her?


Resonating
with the woman’s stress, my therapist’s brain is already racing ahead, trying
to come up with solutions to problems I don’t yet know about. Other people’s
trauma cuts deep. My instinct is to try to heal it, to take away their pain.


I
key in the access code in, push the glass door wide and lead the way, closing
it behind us.


The
office is comprised of only two rooms. In the mornings, my assistant sits in
the lobby, keeping the admin and the scheduling up to date, answering
inquiries, and responding to media requests.


I
keep a very discreet profile, and my current business model is mostly through
word of mouth. At this stage, the less I advertise, the more motivated people
have been to use me.


I
head straight through to the bigger office beyond the lobby, closing the door
even though there’s no assistant at the desk to overhear. It might give her
more peace of mind.


Sitting
to face her, I wonder if I’m what this woman expected. Slim, serious looking,
with thick brunette hair, I know clients are often surprised by my ordinary
looks and petite build. 


I
never wear much make-up, and I don’t dress according to corporate standards,
either. Today, my color scheme is dark blue and brown. Plain top, smart jeans,
good boots.


My
solemn face and calm bedside manner hide a sense of humor that can sometimes be
dark and other times irreverent. I try hard to keep both hidden away from my
clients.


The
woman turns her eyes away from me to take in the room. Giving her some time to
settle, I wait.


At
the back of the room is a coffee table with a jug of water and a box of
tissues, and an armchair, for those times when I do consult clients in my own
rooms.


On
one of the office walls, I have put up a few watercolors of soothing beach and
mountain scenes. On the others are my framed qualifications. My psychology
degree, my Masters, my PhD, and a few other courses. All hard won, and earned
at a huge cost in money and time. I’m thirty-eight years old now and still
vividly remember the pain of those student loan repayments. The moonlighting,
tutoring, house sitting, dog walking, working in restaurants and sleazy bars,
all done on top of my day job. The exhaustion of going to bed in the small
hours and having the shrill alarm rip me from sleep at five a.m. 


Then,
of course, there has been the distressing realization that despite all this
investment in knowledge, the more I thought I knew, the more I don’t. With some
clients, you might as well tear up the textbooks. I wonder if she’s going to be
one of them.


"I
understand you do family therapy for whole families at a time?” the woman asks.
“Friends of friends recommended you.”


“Yes,
that’s correct,” I say. “That’s my specialty.”


“I’m
Mrs. Nolan,” the woman says after a pause. “Margaret Nolan.”


Finally,
she makes eye contact with me. Her eyes are blue and wide. Her face, beautiful,
despite the shadow of fear, and well maintained enough to be ageless.


“Pleased
to meet you, Mrs. Nolan,” I say. “How can I help?”


I
pick up a gold ballpoint pen and reach for my leather bound notebook, ready to
make notes if I need to. All my focus is on what she is saying – and what she
isn’t saying. 


“We
may have need of somebody like yourself, so I decided to fly down here and meet
you myself. I consider myself a good judge of character, you know?” Now that
her nerves are settling, confidence is reasserting herself. She’s speaking with
more sureness. “So, what exactly do you do?”


“I
work with any family situation that needs intensive therapy and with all family
members who want to be involved. I do individual and group therapy, and I work
on site if needed.”


“So
you come and stay with the family?”


“Yes,
I can do, and I find it gives good results." I explain what sets me apart
and what has created a reputation that I never expected. It's launched me into
a lucrative career. I never thought I'd have this success or this financial
stability. The thought of losing it sends me into an anxiety spike. 


“When
I’m in a family’s home, I’m on call twenty-four-seven,” I continue. “That way,
we can do late night sessions, early morning sessions, and address any
stumbling blocks or conflict points as they happen. Whatever you need, I’ll do
it.”


“For
how long?”


“You
mean, how long do I stay?”


“Yes.”
She raises her gaze to meet mine, her eyes framed with thick, silk lashes. 


“As
long as I need to. Usually for a week or two. Then we continue with maintenance
appointments if they’re required.”


Some
clients ask me about myself at this stage – am I married, how do I handle my
personal life? I tell them I've had a few longer-term relationships, one
engagement that didn't work out, and I've been single for a couple of years
now, with no complications or commitments. Theoretically, I'd love to be in a
happy, committed relationship, but at this point in my life, with the work I
do, I've accepted that probably I'm going to be single for a while.


They’re
usually happy with that answer.


But
I don’t think Mrs. Nolan is thinking about me right now.


I
wait to hear what she will say next. Her pearly nails are tapping on the desk.
She nods to herself.


“I’ve
got a situation that I need some help with.”


“Can
you give me more detail?” I ask.


She
hasn’t asked what my fee is, and I guess that means she either already knows
it, or she doesn’t care how much it costs. This is typical of my target client
– or rather, the type of client that I’ve started to attract.


If
she takes me on, this job will be another tightrope, another rollercoaster
ride. Every assignment is make or break. The pressure is intense, because my
reputation depends on getting results. In the surprisingly small, well
networked community of ultra-wealthy individuals, people talk when they are
happy, but they talk ten times as loudly when they are not.


Mrs.
Nolan’s voice drops as she replies.


“It’s
my son, Henry,” she says.


“What
about him?” I ask. Body language tells me as much as words in a situation like
this. Her body language is screaming anxiety.


“He’s
twenty-eight years old. My youngest.” Her face warms briefly, easing the
strain. “He’s getting married in a few months’ time.”


I
wait to hear more details, nodding encouragingly.


“I
never thought I’d be here, asking for help in a situation like this,” Mrs.
Nolan muses. “But our family dynamic has changed, totally, since his fiancée
has moved in.”


“How
long have they been engaged?” I ask.


Mrs.
Nolan shrugs, her slim shoulders moving expressively under the pashmina. “It’s
been a whirlwind relationship. They dated for a couple of weeks and then the
next thing, he proposed, and she moved in. It was a shock to us all.”


Immediately,
I wonder who ‘us all’ are. It sounds as if a complete family, or even an
extended family, might live in close proximity.


“And
it’s changed things for the worse?”


“It’s
changed him for the worse,” she retaliates. “He’s become – I don’t know.
So withdrawn. Moody. He doesn’t feel like part of the family anymore. He’s lost
focus on everything, even his business. He used to be passionate about it and
he’s not, now. I don’t know why.”


“And
has he spoken about it at all?”


Mrs.
Nolan looks down. She gives a tiny shake of her head.


“At
this moment, it’s difficult to speak to him. He’s not being very communicative.
I think something’s wrong. This marriage is a huge life decision for him, and
he needs to go into it with his eyes open. If he doesn’t, then it risks
affecting us all.”


I
can imagine the dilemma that Mrs. Nolan faces. Not just her son’s odd behavior,
but the decisions that affect everybody connected with him.


Family
pressure, family reputation. It creates a minefield, often problematic to
navigate through, and sometimes impossible.


“Is
there anything else you want to tell me?” I ask.


“That’s
about it,” Mrs. Nolan replied, her lips pressed together. “If you think you can
help, then I'd like you to start as soon as possible. With the wedding ahead, I
want this sorted. I like my first impressions of you, and I've done my
research. Being here has confirmed you’re the right person.”


“What
do you mean by ‘as soon as possible’?” I clarify.


“I
mean tomorrow.” Her voice is firm. “This is a crisis, causing me immense
anxiety. Can you start tomorrow?”


I
so want to say no. My vacation is about to start. If she’d come here an hour
later, I’d be gone. But now she’s asked me, how can I say no?


This
means a canceled vacation. Disappointment flares, but then I tell myself it’s
not a big deal, that I can always change my dates and take a week at a later
stage.


Not
to agree to take a big, lucrative job like this would damage my reputation at
this point in my career. My clients do not like to be denied. Plus, anxiety
over finances will always simmer inside me, no matter how much my bank balance
tries to reassure me that I’ll be okay. 


“I
should be able to do that, no problem,” I tell her. “Where are you based?”


“We’re
based in Beacon Hill, in Boston.”


I
nod. A wealthy area, just as I expected.


“It’s
up to you how you introduce me,” I explain. "We can keep it low-key.
That's what usually happens. I fit in with your schedule and work according to
your needs. I can take meals with you, socialize with you, or not. I usually
have a therapy room, or else we organize informal sessions in different rooms
throughout the day.”


Mrs.
Nolan nods. “That all sounds fine,” she says. “I’ll see you as soon as
possible. Just send your payment details and the amount.”


Money
clearly is not an object, and I hear the desperation in her tone, even though
it doesn’t seem to match up with the situation she’s describing. I wonder again
about that. 


“You
sure you’ll be there tomorrow?” she asks.


“I’ll
be there in the afternoon,” I promise. “And try not to be too anxious. I’ve got
a strong track record in doing exactly this. Once a situation is addressed, it
can start to be resolved, and then we usually make progress fast. But there is
one thing I should warn you.”


“What’s
that?” The worry shadows Mrs. Nolan’s eyes again.


“Sometimes,
you might find that this family therapy exposes other issues in the family that
you weren’t aware of. I keep those confidential. Your house is the same
environment as my consulting rooms would be.”


“I
can assure you,” Mrs. Nolan says in an intense tone, “that my family has no
other issues I don’t know about. The only problem is with my son.”


She
stands up, and so do I, and we shake hands.


I
watch her thoughtfully as she heads to the door and walks out. She might be
sure that her son is the only problem, but I’m not so sure. I don’t think she’s
telling me everything.


Failing
now, after I’ve become the go-to person in this highly networked elite
community, would be akin to career suicide.


Worry
surges inside me at the thought of the pressure, and I glance toward the bottom
drawer of my desk, my hand automatically moving in that direction before I
catch myself, and snatch it away.


If
I have to be honest with myself, thinking back on her body language, I feel
there is something about the situation that Mrs. Nolan was intentionally
concealing. While she was explaining the facts, I thought she made a very
deliberate decision not to say something.


I
have no idea what it might be. I hope I don’t find out the hard way.











Chapter TWO


 


 


The
Nolans’ residence is a grandiose, four-story townhouse set on a quiet street.
It takes up half a block, and looks as if it was originally two large
apartments that have been joined into one massive mansion. 


As
I walk up to the front door, a chilly winter wind ripples through my hair,
which is neatly arranged under a plain black knit hat. I swallow down my
nerves, telling myself that this job will be okay. That whatever the problem
is, I’ll find it and sort it and I won’t fail.


From
somewhere in the neighborhood, a dog barks, the sound quickly shushed. Lifting
the knocker, I bring it down, hearing footsteps almost immediately.


I
expect to see a housemaid when the door opens, but to my surprise, Mrs. Nolan
herself is standing in the entrance hall, as if she’s been waiting for me.


In
a turquoise jacket and skirt, with her blond hair knotted up in a bun, she must
either have been out, or be going out. On her home turf, she seems far more
confident than she did last time we met. Gripping my hand, decisiveness
resonates from her.


“Afternoon,
Mrs. Nolan,” I smile.


“Please,
call me Margaret. Now that you’re here as a guest, I’d prefer it that way,” she
says.


“And
please call me Elise,” I reply.


The
entrance hall is about the size of my own living room, and it contains all the
fixings - a large chandelier, a Persian carpet, and an antique table with a
massive arrangement of bright flowers. 


As
Mrs. Nolan leads me through the hall, to the archway beyond, a housemaid
appears, walking hurriedly. Under the white cap of the traditional uniform she
wears, her face looks expectant.


“It’s
alright, Eleanor. I was expecting this visitor,” Mrs. Nolan – or rather,
Margaret, says sharply.


“May
I take the luggage, ma’am?” Eleanor asks, which I consider quite brave of her.
There was a definite ‘go away’ tone in Mrs. Nolan’s voice.


“It’s
under control,” she snaps, and Eleanor retreats.


We’re
passing the door to a living room, and the sharp tone of Margaret’s voice
attracts the attention of the dark haired man inside, dressed in chinos and a
wine red golf shirt, who is sitting on an armchair and reading something on his
laptop. 


He
glances up, I immediately wonder if this is the problem son. He looks a little
older.


But
Mrs. Nolan doesn’t stop to introduce us. Instead, she heads to an annex in the
wall where an elevator is discreetly positioned, and presses the up button. We
head to the fourth floor. 


The
elevator is small and immaculately clean, without as much as a fingerprint on
any of the buttons. In the cramped space, I can smell Mrs. Nolan’s perfume, an
expensive aroma of roses and musk.


“Did
you get the payment? And the forms?” she asks, as we swoosh up.


“Yes,”
I say. “I received everything just fine.”


The
elevator opens, and we head out into in a corridor with a few doors at
intervals along its length, as well as another flower arrangement set on a
table midway. At the end of the corridor, I see an open door, leading to a
living room, with a television and some comfortable chairs and couches. “This
floor in this wing is for guests,” Margaret explains. “My husband and I stay in
the other wing, which used to be a separate property. We bought it up and
combined the two as our family grew.”


“Tell
me about your family?” I encourage her.


“I
have two children who live with us at home – Olivia and Henry. They have
separate suites on the second floor. My eldest son, Ethan, stays just down the
road and is an almost constant visitor.”


“That’s
wonderful,” I say, even though I’m sure such proximity brings clashes. 


“We
don’t see much of my youngest daughter, Grace.”


She
says that in a dismissive way that instantly raises red flags in my mind. There
are issues with Grace. That is clear.


“Now,
I've done some thinking since we met," Margaret says, opening a door and
leading the way into a sumptuously furnished room. My shoes sink into soft
carpet. There’s a king sized bed with a blue padded headboard, thick cream
curtains, a couch and coffee table, as well as a vanity, and a shelf with a
refrigerator nestled underneath, and a kettle and coffee machine on the top.
Yet more flowers stand on the desk by the window. The Nolans do love their
flowers.


Beyond
the vanity, a doorway leads through to a large bathroom, where I see the edge
of a claw footed tub.


“The
room looks lovely,” I praise. “So, what have you been thinking, Margaret?”


“About
your approach,” Margaret says.


“Yes,”
I agree. "I need to discuss that. Do you want to get together as a group
and have the first discussion as a family? Who would you like to be most
closely involved?"


Now,
her gaze slides away.


“That’s
what I wanted to talk to you about,” she says.


“Please
go ahead?” There’s something strange in her voice. I have no idea what she is
going to say, but I can see she suddenly looks cagey.


“I’ve
been wondering how to explain to Henry that I’m getting a therapist to assess
him. And I realized that there isn’t a good way. If I say a word to him, he’s
going to go into full-on defensive mode. I know my son.”


“There
are ways around that,” I explain. If there is one thing I have experience of,
it’s breaking down walls and barriers. I’ve already thought of approaches that
might work best. Already, the roadmap is in my mind, as I stand on the soft
carpet, breathing in the clean, lemon scented air.


“No,”
Margaret says. “I’ve already decided what we do.”


“What’s
that?” I try not to let myself show unease. I don’t want to start this therapy
with an argument, but if there’s one thing that can derail its success, it’s
having the client take control.


“I’ve
told him that you’re here to provide therapy to me.”


I
blink. “What?” This is not how we should start out. This is beginning with a
lie. How can you build an atmosphere of openness and trust in these
circumstances?


“I
don’t think that’s a good idea at all,” I say.


Margaret
shrugs. “You’re here to provide counseling to me, because I’ve been going
through a rough patch. That’s what I’ve already told people, and it’s not
untrue. Henry’s behavior has been stressing me. Everyone’s seen it. Everyone
will believe it. And in order to successfully treat me, you’ll need to speak to
him, because he’s my closest child. You see?” Her tone sounds as if she thinks
she’s very clever.


Not
so close if his mother is lying to him. I am battling to process this
bombshell. 


“I’m
not sure that will work,” I say, striving to be diplomatic in the
circumstances. “It would be far better to tell him upfront. I’ve worked in
these situations before.”


There
is ice in Margaret’s expression as she raises her chin. “You have not worked
with my family, Elise. You have no idea about the dynamics in this home. I’m
doing this for a reason – a valid one.”


“Starting
out with a lie is not usually a good idea,” I insist.


“Are
you calling me a liar?” Temper flashes in her blue eyes.


Now,
I am in a confrontation with my client, and I haven’t even started my
assignment.


There
is nothing I can do but go along with this for now, I acknowledge. I don’t have
a choice. The lie has already been told.


“I’ll
agree to it for now,” I say reluctantly.


“Agree
to it? Understand, I am the client, and I want it done this way. There’s no
harm in it. It’s simply a better way to approach it,” Margaret insists.


She
thinks she’s the customer and that the customer is always right. But if the
truth comes out, I know who’ll end up taking the blame, and it won’t be
Margaret Nolan.


“Dinner’s
at seven,” she says. “It’s in the main dining room, and we have quite a few
family members attending. There will be canapés and cocktails from six. I’ll
introduce you there, as my therapist, and it’ll give you the chance to speak to
Henry informally. You should be able to get a clear picture of what’s going on
in his mind, and the dynamic with his fiancée, which I think will be very
important. I feel he's keeping secrets from me, and I don't like it. I want to
know what those secrets are.” 


She
says that very deliberately, causing my eyes to widen.


Is
Margaret Nolan seriously paying top dollar for me to find out her son’s secrets
and tell her what they are?


But
before I can reply, she steamrollers on. “If there’s anything you need, please
call for a maid. Our staff are very good. There’s a set of car keys on the
shelf, for the Land Rover parked at the back of the house. Do feel free to use
it if you need to go anywhere. Our home is yours. Oh, and on Sunday evening, we
are having a cocktail function to celebrate the engagement. You’re invited, of
course. I hope, by then, you have more information to share.”


With
a smile and a nod, she turns and walks out.


I
sink down on the bed, staring at the window, but not really seeing it. The
internal voices are clamoring now, unstoppable.


Will this be the job that goes wrong? The voice taunts me, and I try my
best to ignore it. But the voice keeps talking. Your fee is high, but it’s
still pocket change to these people. They don’t care about the money, or about
you. One mistake, and they can destroy you. You’re already starting out on a
lie. Will this be the client that finishes your career?


I
shake my head, trying to dislodge the voice. But I know it won’t leave me. This
voice has kept its claws dug into me for nearly twenty years.


Ever
since my sister Lily’s disappearance ripped a hole in my life.


Self
doubt, anxiety and grief combined into a toxic stew over the long days, and
weeks, and months that followed without her being found. I managed to fight
them off eventually, or more likely, shove them into a box, but the voice is
the holdout and it never really leaves. 


My
parents are dead now, killed in a car crash a few years ago, and now Lily’s
voice is the only memory of my family that I have.


I
lift my bag onto the ottoman and unzip it. But I don’t start unpacking my
neatly folded clothes. Instead, I reach into the side compartment, where a
familiar rustle immediately soothes my anxiety.


Prescription
medication is advised for exactly this reason, I remind myself. To help cope
with anxiety in highly stressful situations.


There
is no harm in taking regular medication. Everyone needs help in managing
emotion. Especially in a high stress situation, where it looks as if I’ve been
hired not so much as a therapist, but as a spy.


I
open the packet and take one capsule out of the blister pack. There is a bottle
of mineral water in the refrigerator. I put the capsule on my tongue and
swallow it down with a gulp of icy water.


The
warning on the underside of the packet is so familiar that I don’t even notice
it anymore.


“It is dangerous to exceed the recommended dose”.


Who
am I kidding? One tablet doesn’t touch sides anymore. I take two more out, and
gulp them down, too. 


In
half an hour, I know I’ll feel much better. Much calmer.


And
then, it will be time to meet the Nolan family, and start learning what their
secrets are.











Chapter THREE


 


 


Before
I even reach the drawing room, I hear the sound of voices and muted laughter,
and picked up the pungent scent of cigar smoke. 


I’m
feeling calm – floating on a cloud, serene and balanced, but still mentally
alert, thanks to the wonderful meds. I am sure I can deal with whatever the
evening will bring. 


As
I head in, a maid bustles out, holding a tray of used glasses. She stops
suddenly as she sees me, and the glasses collide, letting out crystalline
chimes.


This
is the same housemaid I saw when I arrived, the one whose help was refused.
Now, I greet her warmly.


“Good
evening to you,” I say with a smile.


The
maid looks surprised at the greeting, or maybe by being seen and acknowledged
as a human being. I have sympathy for staff working in the homes of the
ultra-wealthy. While some are well treated, others are simply invisible, or
even targets for abuse.


“Evening,
ma’am,” she says.


“I’m
Elise Close. I’m here for a few days, perhaps longer. You’re Eleanor, right?”


She
looks surprised that I remember her name. She’s older than I first thought –
probably a similar age to myself, in her late thirties. 


“Yes,
ma’am. I’m the housekeeper here. I hope you enjoy your stay, and please let me
know if there’s anything you need.”


She
doesn't want to be friends, and she wants to keep her distance. I can see that
immediately, and it tells me something about the household dynamic. She moves
aside, keeping well out of the way as I head into the drawing room.


The
smell of cigar smoke is stronger in this high-ceilinged room, flavoring the air
and tickling my nose. The source of it is easy to see. The smoker is standing
near the door, holding the cigar close to the doorway, as if a no smoking rule
was imposed at some past stage, and he is paying a token regard to it without
really respecting it at all.


He
has a perfect head of gray hair, immaculately styled, and is wearing a dark
suit and a dress shirt in pale blue, with the collar open. A glint of a wide,
gold wedding band on the hand holding the cigar catches my attention as he
turns to me.


“Good
evening,” he says courteously, as Margaret hurries up.


“Elise,
welcome!” she said. This is a different side of her, all sociable and
sparkling. She’s wearing a blue velvet dress, and her hair cascades down her
back in carefully crafted waves. Diamonds sparkle at her neck and earlobes. In
the low light of the drawing room, she could easily pass for twenty years
younger than I guess she must be.


“This
is my husband, Arthur Nolan. He was a state senator, here in Massachusetts, up
until two years ago. Now, he’s a political consultant who is highly respected
and sought after.”


“Pleased
to meet you.” I smile warmly and we shake hands. His grip is way stronger than
it needs to be, and I sense he’s asserting dominance as a matter of course.


I
researched the family briefly before I traveled here – I always do that on
assignments, usually in more depth, but this one was so rushed I only had time
for an overview. I was surprised to find out how powerful and connected they
are. I wonder if Arthur knows about Margaret’s lie. Has she confided in him?
What will happen if he doesn't know and finds out?


A
twinge of nerves that not even a triple dose of the tranquilizing tablets can
control rips through me. But there’s no time to think about the situation
further, not when Margaret is turning and leading the way further into the
room.


“This
is my daughter, Olivia. She is a partner in an auditor’s firm,” Margaret said
proudly. “Olivia, this is Doctor Elise Close, the therapist who’s going to be
staying with us for a few days and guiding me through some issues.”


Olivia
is a younger, harder version of Margaret. She stares at me with a critical
gaze.


“You’re
having a therapist stay here?” The incredulous words are directed at her
mother. Then, as if remembering her manners, she holds out a hand to me. She’s
also dressed in an evening gown. Glancing around at the sparkling, glittering,
formal outfits, I feel underdressed, in my black pants and gray silk blouse. 


“I
have issues I need to work through,” Margaret insists. I can already pick up on
Olivia’s disparagement. She thinks therapy is for the weak. 


“I
don’t think it’s like you at all to have your therapist live with us.”


Great,
I think. Already, one person isn’t buying into Margaret’s story.


Another
maid, younger than Eleanor, offers a tray with glasses. The choice is
champagne, or ruby colored cocktails that smell strongly of alcohol. Nothing
non-alcoholic. I had not intended to drink tonight, but being polite and
blending in takes priority, so I accept a flute of champagne, before following
Margaret to the next guest.


“This
is my older son. Ethan runs a successful law practice.”


Just
as Olivia was the image of Margaret, so Ethan is the image of Arthur. He’s the
man I saw in the living room earlier, and I detect frigid condescension in his
smile.


“Did
I hear you say you’re a therapist?” he asks.


“Yes.”
Sticking to her story, Margaret agrees. “She’s come to help me through a few
issues.”


“That’s
interesting.” He doesn’t sound interested, though, and his eyes gloss briefly
over me as if checking whether I’m his type, and deciding I’m not.


“Elise
will need to speak to you over the weekend as well,” Margaret says, and now,
Ethan frowns. 


“I’m
busy over the weekend,” he retorts. “If the weather’s fine, I’ve got a golf
game booked, and I have some work to do on a big case.”


Margaret
is drawing breath, looking angry, when another voice speaks from behind the
tall lawyer.


“Golf
comes before family, bro?”


The
tone is teasing, but similar enough that I can tell it’s family. Is this Henry?


“My
younger son, Henry,” Margaret said smoothly, confirming my suspicions.


Henry
takes after Margaret. Blond, with a pale blue gaze that doesn’t seem able to
settle anywhere. 


“Nice
to meet you,” he says. The comment and the tone don’t immediately strike me as
coming from a troubled person, but then, I don’t know him and his mother does.


His
handshake is surprisingly limp, but it’s a relief after the bone crushers that
Arthur and Ethan offered.


Then,
by his side, I see his fiancée. Her dark, good looks are a perfect foil for his
white-blond appearance. She has a heart shaped face, a beautiful smile, and a
look in her eyes that tells me immediately she is not just a trophy wife.


“Sophia
is Henry’s wife to be,” Margaret introduces us.


With
her fingers entwined in Henry’s, Sophia lets go for long enough to shake my
hand.


“Nice
to meet you,” she says, in a perfunctory way, as if she doesn’t really care
about me one way or the other. She smiles up at Henry. He wraps an arm around
her waist briefly. They seem in love. But first impressions can deceive. They
might be putting on a loving front in public. I need to know more about the
dynamic between Sophia and Henry, and Sophia and the rest of the family.


I
gulp my champagne, because it’s spilling onto my hand as I walk, and then we
move on to greet the next guests, who are family friends, and the next ones,
who are neighbors. I try to keep observing the room, positioning myself with my
back to the wall and a view of the assembled guests.


The
neighbor, Nancy, a sweet-faced woman in her sixties, starts telling me her life
story as soon as she hears I’m a therapist. People sometimes do that. It works
to my benefit most times, and now, it offers a good excuse for me to listen,
say the right things, nod, and watch.


“You
know, my daughter was always one for adventure, and when I heard she was going
to go on a trip to Kenya, I didn’t know what to think. I was worried that she’d
put herself at risk, you know, going to a foreign country all alone. She has
such a good heart, and I was so fearful that she’d end up endangering herself.”


“I
can imagine how concerned you must have been,” I agree. A waitress brings a
tray of prawns on skewers and pastry shells filled with caviar. Tiny,
delicious, expensive bites. I eat a pastry shell, needing to line my stomach,
because I’ve ended up having more of my champagne than I meant to.


That
on its own wouldn’t be a problem, but after taking three tranquilizers, I need
to be careful. That combination is not a good mix, and already feeling rather
dizzy, I'm worried I'm headed for dangerous territory.


Following
the progression of the waitress with the tray, I see Henry and Sophia, speaking
to Ethan’s wife, who has just walked in. She looks blond, beautiful and demure,
the perfect trophy. I notice Sophia is staying very close to Henry. Protective?
Guarding him? Or watching him? 


“Then,
after we’d been communicating for a few weeks, the tone of her calls and
messages changed, and I knew there was something different. Something going
on,” the neighbor says to me. “It takes a mother to know. And I asked her
outright. I said to her, what’s wrong?”


“What
did she say to you? Did she confirm it?” I ask. This is a long, rambling story,
but it's rude to walk away. I'll have to take the first available chance to
extricate myself from this sweet woman and try to interact directly with the
family.


Now,
Ethan is muscling over to Henry and Sophia, and I sense a looming
confrontation, because he’s just said something to Sophia that sounds
insulting. 


“You’re
a money grabber,” Henry says to Ethan, his words almost joking, but not quite.
“My brother doesn’t care about clients, it’s just all the hustle.” That is said
to Sophia.


“The
hustle?” Ethan’s voice has a bitter edge to it as he swings to face Henry
head-on. “And what do you think you do if you say I do that? Huh? You
want to discuss that now?”


“Drop
that subject, bro. This isn’t the time.” Henry’s voice is tight, his stance
combative. He lets go of Sophia’s hand and faces up to his brother.


I
watch intently, wondering what will happen next, and why the mention of his
work was such a trigger for Henry. I’m hoping the resulting explosion will give
me more information on Henry’s mindset, but at that moment the dinner bell
chimes, putting an end to the looming fight, and also to the neighbor's story.
Now, I’ll never know what happened to the daughter in Kenya.


Margaret,
from the back of the room, claps her hands, sounding relieved.


“Dinner!”
she exclaimed. “Please, everyone, come through! Come through. Starters are
served.”


The
archway at the back of the room leads into a dining room dominated by a large
table. The tablecloth is white and starched, crystal glassware shimmers, the
cutlery gleams silver. Around the room, I see art on the walls. Jagged, modern
pieces, bright in color, but looking muted in the dining room’s low light. A
candelabra is placed on the sideboard next to yet another flower arrangement.


“Please,
sit here,” Margaret murmurs to me.


This
is good placement, and I’m pleased by it. Sophia is sitting on Henry’s right,
but Margaret has seated me on Henry’s left.


Relieved
to sit down, as I was starting to feel lightheaded, I realize this will be my
first opportunity to ask him questions. Hopefully, I can start to discover why
Margaret is so worried about him.


And
why she seemed so fearful when we first met.


 











Chapter FOUR


 


 


 “Yes,
more wine, here!” 


I
watch as Henry gestures for his glass to be refilled, and the maid hurries over
to comply. This is his third glass of wine since dinner began.


The
starters – smoked salmon blinis with more caviar and cream cheese, has been
cleared away, and there hasn’t been a chance for me to speak to Henry yet. 


Up
until now, Arthur has dominated the conversation at the table with a story
about the renovation of this home, a few years ago, and the addition of a few
more rooms.


He
related it in an amusing way, entertaining the crowds while not really saying
much at all. He is a practiced political animal, that I can see. Henry seems
his opposite. His emotions are closer to the surface. He doesn’t have the
smooth savvy his father possesses. For a moment, I wonder if he’s intentionally
rebelled against it.


“Wine
for you?” Henry turns to me, for the first time that evening, as the main
course is served. A rack of lamb, encrusted with spices and crushed nuts, with
crispy roast potatoes and perfectly cooked broccoli.


“I’d
love some.” I need the excuse of getting into conversation with him, even
though the wine is making me feel lightheaded. This is not a happy family. The
snippets of conversation that I’m picking up from around the table are
confirming that there are battle lines drawn between the siblings. Everyone is
being wittily sarcastic to each other, but with an undertone of resentment.


I
have the sense that Arthur needs to be in control at all costs. The way he
dominates the conversation proves that. Ethan has followed in his footsteps.


Olivia
is her own person, aloof and rather scornful of anyone who isn’t her. And as
for the youngest, Grace? I haven’t heard her name being mentioned.


The
maid pours me a glass of white wine.


“So,
did I hear you right?” Henry turns, spearing a piece of broccoli on his fork.
“That you’re my mother’s shrink?”


“Just
here to solve a few issues,” I hedge, hating the lie. It goes against what I’m
here for. Honesty is key, but Margaret Nolan has made it impossible.


“She’s
been acting weird recently,” Henry says.


That’s
interesting. So it isn’t just the mother that has sensed the tension. The son
has, too. 


“In
what way?” I ask. 


Henry
munches his broccoli, washing it down with a gulp of wine. 


“She’s
a control freak. She and my dad, both. All they want is for the kids to fit
into their mold.”


“And
you’re saying you don’t?” I ask.


Henry
chuckles. “I guess I got a better chance at rebelling from the start, seeing I
was the baby boy. They were tough on their other kids. By the time it came to
me, they’d mellowed. And I’ve always been my own person. I’ve always wanted to
do things differently. Sophia understands that.”


He
glanced in her direction, before sawing at his lamb with a sharp, silver knife.


I
was using all my listening skills to engage him, to keep the door open and keep
him talking.


“Has
getting engaged changed things for you?” I ask. He laughs.


“You’re
analyzing me now?” he says, with more perception than I’d have given him credit
for after the amount he has drunk. “I don’t think so. Save that for my mother
while she’s in your chair. Or couch.” He turns away, focusing his attention on
Sophia again.


That
was short and unfulfilling. I feel I could have done better, engaged him more.
My head is spinning. This alcohol, on top of the tablets, is having a seriously
sedative effect. I should not have had those two glasses of champagne or be
drinking wine right now. My eyes are heavy, and my mind feels fuzzy. 


I
need to eat. I dig my fork into a potato, lift it to my mouth, and crunch down
on the crispy, oily crust with a hint of salt and a tinge of gravy. 


At
least I now know he’s the rebel child, the one who was treated more softly.
Maybe it’s Margaret’s unwillingness to let go that is straining the family
dynamic, and she’s unable to accept that her youngest son needs to move on and
have his own life. 


For
a blissful moment, I think about how easy it would be if that is the only
issue, and Henry doesn’t have any secrets at all.


“A
toast!” I jump as Arthur’s voice rings out. I’ve been eating silently, focusing
on the food. Now, he raises his glass, and I notice mine has been mysteriously
refilled. I should have refused a top-up. But now, my self control is in
tatters and all I can do is sip at the yellow wine, dry and fragrant with a
tinge of honey.


Right
now, my agenda for the evening has narrowed down to survival.


It
is at that moment, my neighbor on the other side taps my elbow. 


Hastily,
I swallow a mouthful of lamb, half chewed, before turning to her.


“You’re
the shrink, right?” The woman is one of the neighbors I was introduced to, but
didn’t even had the chance to speak to before being whisked away.


“Yes,”
I reply. “I am.”


The
soft clatter and jingle of plates being cleared away is the only sound above
the muted conversation.


“And
you’re analyzing the family?”


The
woman is slurring her words. She’s also quite drunk. Everyone’s been tanking
down the alcohol. I think you’d battle to find a sober person at this dinner
table now, and it strikes me the Nolan parents are leading the charge.


“I’ve
been hired by Margaret,” I say, trying not to say anything untruthful.


“Let
me tell you,” she confides, leaning closer, pushing up against my shoulder.
“I’ll be surprised if you get anywhere. Everyone knows the Nolans have secrets.
And everyone knows that they never tell them. They can’t. And you shouldn’t try
to find out.”


A
cloud of alcohol fumes envelopes me as the woman laughs.


“Really?
What do you mean by that?” I ask.


Desperately
trying to summon up my listening skills, I find they have abandoned me. I feel
exhausted and my brain is sludge. I find new places draining at the best of
times. It’s not just trying to figure out the new environment, it’s also the
pressure of a brand new assignment, and that always gets the thoughts and
memories flooding. 


Thoughts
of Lily. Memories are crowding my mind. It’s weird how being somewhere new
always makes them rush back.


“Oh,
I can’t tell you that,” the neighbor whispers. “I shouldn’t even have said what
I did. It could get us both into trouble. Consider it our little joke.”


She
leans away as the maids bring in dessert – a perfectly poached pear in a sweet
red wine jus, with a dollop of vanilla ice cream on the side.


 


***


 


Back
in my room at last, after somehow making it through the coffee course, I slump
on my bed. My head is swimming from my excess of alcohol and meds. Not to
mention an overload of information.


This
is a conflicted family. Henry is evasive and more intelligent than he appears
at first glance.


And
it’s not just him who has secrets. The others do, too.


I
stumble to the bathroom, drink some water and try to smear some of the light
make-up from my face. Then, pulling on a nightdress, I climb into bed.


And
there, I find that despite my exhaustion, sleep won’t come. My heart is
pounding and my thoughts are churning. At home, I usually go for an evening
walk before going to bed, which helps to settle me. Sometimes.


I
sigh. I know what my body really wants, and it’s not an evening walk.


Sluggishly,
I climb out of bed and head over to the chest of drawers. My stash is hidden
away at the back of the top drawer.


Taking
out the pack of sleeping pills, I muster up one last battle of will. You don’t
need to take this, I say.


I
do, my body clamors. I do.


Feeling
as if I’ve lost the fight, I remove one tablet from its foil. I am not taking
more than that. No way. One is enough.


Or
is it?


Two
would guarantee me a good night’s rest. I always need two.


Feeling
ashamed, I free another one from its foil bed. Another gulp of water from the
refrigerator, and the tablets are down. All that is left is the faint, bitter
residue on my tongue.


The
bed is soft. The pillow is stuffed with feathers, weightless, melting under my
skin. The chemicals pull me under, infusing the somnolent heaviness that I
crave.


I
am about to slip into a deep sleep when a sharp knock on the door rouses me
again.











Chapter FIVE


 


 


It’s
like coming up from underwater, fighting an urge to sleep that is bone-deep.
The surge of adrenaline at the unexpected sound at least got my eyes open, and
helped me scramble into a sitting position. Fumbling for the light switch, I
nearly knock the lamp over, tugging my nightshirt straight.


“Who
is it?” I call, hearing the slur in my own words. 


“It’s
me. Margaret.”


“Come
in,” I say, trying to blink the haze away.


The
door opens, and Margaret walks in.


She
does a double take to see me in bed.


“I’m
so sorry. I had no idea you were asleep already.”


“It’s
never too late, or too early, to speak to me,” I reply automatically, but
inwardly I am panicking, because it is. I guarantee my availability at any
time, but now, I can’t guarantee staying awake through this conversation. My
eyelids are weighted with lead. 


“I
just wanted to check your impressions of the evening,” she says.


Dear
Lord, no. That, I can’t handle now.


“I’ve
made some notes already,” I reply. Now I’m a liar, just like Margaret. “I’d
like to refer to the notes before I talk to you. Let’s speak tomorrow, shall
we? What time would suit you?”


Fight,
I tell my eyes. I can’t stop them closing. Why, oh why, did I take that extra
sleeping pill?


“Are
you okay?” Margaret asks, showing a sudden interest in my condition that is
poorly timed.


“I’m
fine, thanks.”


“You
look exhausted.”


“It’s
been a long day. I was up early, wrapping things up before I came here.”


Margaret’s
face puckers into a frown, and I can tell what she’s thinking. It’s not my
place to be tired, not when I am now under the family’s roof and getting paid
to be here, to be present and available.


But
Margaret is also rather drunk, I now realize, as she staggers, reaching for the
steel bed frame. Tomorrow, she might not remember what she said, either. 


“You
did say this was twenty-four-seven,” she chastises me.


“We
can talk now if you like.” Somehow, I’ll keep my eyes open. But Margaret folds
her arms.


“I’ve
got to go out tomorrow, but I can be back by eleven a.m. We can make an
appointment for then. Right?”


“That’ll
be great.”


“You
know.” Margaret pauses. “There’s something I think I should tell you.”


Not
now, I silently beg. Not now. I am too tired, too drugged. Whatever Margaret
says, I won’t remember.


Margaret
begins speaking, and I strain my ears and my mind, using every memory hook I
possess, every technique, knowing they won’t be enough. My mind can’t hold onto
the words. I’m seeing her through a fog. Her voice is intense. That note of
terror is back again. She might be telling me something vitally important – the
reason for her fear.


Finally,
Margaret stops talking, and she turns back to the door.


She
says something as she leaves, but I can’t even figure out what it is. I don’t
even turn off the light. I’m asleep before my head hits the pillow.


 


***


 


Brightness
wakes me, painful in its intensity, and for a confused moment, as I surface
from my dreamless sleep, I imagine I’m back in the police station, with my
mother screaming at the officer. “Where is she? Where’s my Lily! Find her,
please! Are you doing any work on this? Find her!”


And
then, my eyes jerk open and I sit up, blinking away the vestiges of the brief,
disturbing nightmare.


Light
is streaming in through the window. With a sense of panic, I grab my phone. The
battery is almost dead. It’s eight fifteen. Late. I should have been up and
about by now. 


First
up, last to bed. That was my rule. It hadn’t worked yesterday. I’d felt off
kilter from the time that I’d been told my presence here was a lie.


I
wish I hadn't overreacted because last night had been disastrous.


What
had Margaret said to me? Last night, while drunk and talkative, she’d spilled
something out, something that might relate to the fear she showed on our first
meeting. That something could have been incredibly important, and I can’t
remember a word of it.


We
are meeting today, but I can’t for the life of me remember what time. Hopefully
not eight a.m.


Rubbing
sleep out of my eyes, I squint at the phone screen and type, “Morning,
Margaret. Where shall we meet, and can you confirm the time? Elise.”


Then,
I stagger out of bed, feeling incredibly rough.


I
am not hungry, but I need to show my face at the breakfast table. It could be a
place where I will learn more. I pull on jeans and a light cream jacket and
head downstairs.


The
smell of sausages and bacon hangs in the air, guiding me in the right direction
for the breakfast room. After the overdose of alcohol and meds last night, that
smell makes my stomach churn. 


I
need coffee, black, with three spoons of sugar. But as I walk in, I’m
distracted from that goal, because Sophia, Henry’s fiancée, is there.


Looking
cool and composed, she’s standing by the sideboard, tweaking a bloom in the
arrangement of flowers. Her dark hair is smooth and shiny, her face is glowing,
she’s wearing a pink scoop necked jumper that perfectly complements her
coloring.


When
she sees me, she returns to her seat, saying, “Morning.”


“Good
morning,” I respond throatily.


Sophia
is eating a pancake swirled with syrup and a few pieces of fruit on the side.


Seeing
the coffee jug, I head straight to it and pour, hoping Sophia won’t notice my
hands are trembling.


Time
to open my reddened eyes wide, and engage in some bright, cheery,
information-gathering morning conversation that I am sure Sophia would rather
not have.


“Lovely
dinner last night,” I open up.


Sophia
shrugs. “A bit overdone, to be honest,” she says. “Three gigantic courses of
food? I always think they push the boat out too far.”


“Are
you more of an informal person?” Feeling on firmer ground now, and better still
with a cup of coffee in my hand, I sit down opposite Sophia.


“Yes.
I’m not a big entertainer, like most of the Nolans are,” she admits, glancing
down at her ring. That is one fine diamond, I think, with an uneducated but
appreciative eye.


“Do
you work?” If Sophia is not from the circles of the wealthy elite, it would be
interesting to find out what she did.


“I
run a nonprofit,” Sophia replies. I raise my eyebrows. 


“Really?
Tell me more?” 


Sophia
smiles, perhaps detecting my genuine interest.


“It’s
in support of underprivileged kids. I try to provide two things for the
children we support. Good nutrition, and good education,” she says. “To me,
those make the difference.”


I
agree. Empty stomachs are no basis for learning. I like that charity’s ethos.


“We
deliver lunch packs to charity beneficiaries, and I’m expanding the scheme to
include online lessons. Good ones, the quality you’d usually pay for,” she
says.


I
can see this is a topic she can talk about for a while, so before she gains
momentum, I redirect the conversation.


“How
did you meet Henry?” I ask.


 "It
was actually at a charity event a few months ago. He was one of the supporters.
His business was a sponsor at the event, and I bought a ticket for a good
cause. We got talking and – well, from there, I guess the magic happened.”


She
smoothes back her hair and picks up her coffee cup.


The
magic happened?


That
sounds weirdly trite and unlike the impression of Sophia I have so far. It
seems like a rehearsed, stock comment that she’s used hundreds of times.


“What
drew you to him?” I ask.


“That’s
a real psychologist question. I guess it was his smartness. You know, he’s more
intelligent than –” She stops herself and continues. “Than average.”


She
was going to say that his family. That is clear. She’d been about to insult the
Nolans, but stopped herself. 


“So
you obviously found a good match there?” I compliment her.


Sophia
shrugs. “We think along the same lines, but we don’t always agree. We’ve had
some big fights. One thing he has to learn is how to compromise. He’s the
spoiled younger kid, and it’s always been his way or the highway.”


“So
he’s learning how to drive considerately?” I ask with a grin.


Sophia
quirks an eyebrow. “You could say so. It’s been an interesting experience so
far. With him, and with his family.”


“How
do you get on with the family so far?” I probe. “I guess it’s a big step to
make, having in-laws who are high profile?”


“Yes,”
Sophia says candidly. “I’m going to be calling an ex-senator ‘dad’. Quite a
jump in circumstances.”


She
forks up the last of her pancake, sets her empty cup down, and stands up.


“See
you later,” she says, before walking out.


I
drink my coffee, wondering what to make of the fiancée. Her arrival has
definitely been a pivotal event. It has accentuated the fracture lines in the
family. 


But
what does she really think of the family? Does she know Henry’s secrets, if
any, or hasn’t he told her yet?


Getting
up, I put a croissant on a plate and take it back to my seat, tearing small
pieces off and nibbling them, interspersed with gulps of coffee. 


Then,
Eleanor the housekeeper walks in, carrying a fresh pot of coffee.


“Can
I refill you?” she asks kindly.


“Please,”
I say. I’m ready to shed tears of gratitude as a refill of steaming coffee
streams into my cup. Setting the jug down, Eleanor fusses with the baked goods
on display.


“Where
is everyone today?” I ask.


“Mr.
Nolan senior is working,” Eleanor says. “Mrs. Nolan is at a meeting. Henry is
at the gym, I think, and Olivia is here somewhere.”


So
Olivia is in the house? She represents a starting point for discussion, if I
can find her. As the sister closest to Henry in age, she might be close to him
in other ways, too.


She
was abrupt and rude and disapproving of me, but there were ways of breaking
through that attitude, and I have a few tricks up my sleeve.


I
stand up, fighting off the hangover dizziness, ready to go and find her – and
put those tricks to the test.











Chapter SIX


 


 


As
I walk from one side of the large townhouse to the other in search of Olivia, I
think that it is all well and good having a big house, but there are drawbacks
in keeping your children too close. 


It
can create a toxic environment.


I
head up the wide staircase that led to the second floor, getting a feel for the
home’s layout, and walk down the passage. As spacious as a bedroom, it has big
bay windows with pot plants and sculptures set at intervals. Ahead is a door,
which must lead into one of the suites. Is this Olivia’s?


Moving
closer, I listen out.


From
behind the door, I hear a noise that sounds like the clack-clack of heels on
tiles. That must mean Olivia is dressed, so I tap on the door.


“Eleanor,
I’m still busy!” the irritable voice comes back, causing me to have a pang of
sympathy for the housekeeper.


“It’s
not Eleanor. It’s Elise Close. May I speak to you?”


“Come
in.” 


I
push the door open, seeing that Olivia looks dressed for going out. Swanky
jeans with designer rips in them, studded with rhinestones. Her bright green
top sports a gold trim. It’s eyecatching and flamboyant. 


If
only the expression on her face matched her clothing. It doesn’t, though. 


“What
do you want?” she asks, the words and the tone borderline rude. “I’m going out
just now. I don’t have time to be analyzed just because my mother decided to
get help for something that’s not even wrong.” 


There
is real resentment seething from her words. But she doesn’t storm out of the
room – a living area large enough for a three seater couch, an enormous wall
mounted television, a long bookcase containing more ornaments than books, and
two armchairs.


Instead,
she flops down on the couch, putting her booted feet up on the coffee table.


Taking
this as an invitation, I sit, too, gathering my thoughts and trying to ignore
my pounding head.


“Why
are you so angry?” are my first words. I keep the tone gentle, but the question
is heartfelt. This woman has everything. Well, almost everything. Maybe there
is something missing.


Olivia
looks surprised. She stares at me as if she is really seeing me for the first
time.


“What
kind of a question is that?” she asks.


“It’s
a serious one,” I say. “Does anger define you?”


“Does
it what?” Olivia’s mouth tightens, but she doesn’t lose her temper. Maybe the
truth disarmed her, or the question finally got through.


“I
guess I am angry,” she says.


“Why’s
that?” 


“You’re
the shrink. You tell me.” With a sigh, she raises her hands and runs them
through her blond, wavy hair, the action reminding me strongly of Margaret
herself.


“I’m
here to ask, or maybe to make you think about why,” I respond. Now that I am
engaging with Olivia, I keep my voice calm. A flare up now might spoil the
rhythm.


“I’m
angry because of the control,” she admits, surprising me with her honesty. 


“Is
that a very obvious control? Or do you feel it’s happening more subtly?” 


Olivia
thinks about that for a while.


“It’s
subtle. It’s like having expectations placed on you the whole time. But then,
it becomes a total lack of privacy. The only way to get along with this family
is to do what my parents say. If you do anything else, the consequences are –
well, they’re made known.”


“Especially
because you live here?”


“Of
course.”


"Is
that your choice to live here?"


“You
try to move out!” Olivia flares. “That kind of thing is disobeying the family
rules.”


“Unspoken
rules?”


Olivia
shakes her head. “Rules that may not be broken. You can try to, but you won’t
get far. My mother is – well, she knows how to manipulate. Maybe I shouldn’t be
telling you this, because you’ll run straight off and tell her?”


That’s
a question more than an accusation.


“Everything
in these sessions is confidential. Privileged. Doctor patient ethics apply,” I
remind her.


“So
this is a session?” Now, I can tell Olivia is intrigued. Her body language has
changed. It’s more open, and she’s leaning forward. Defiant and angry she might
be, but she is appreciating the chance to talk frankly.


And
to have somebody not just listen, but hear.


“Yes,
it is.”


“So
you’re going to have sessions with the whole family?”


“I
am, yes. Hopefully, as often as possible, with as many people as possible.”


“Good
luck with that,” Olivia mutters.


“What
do you mean by that?” I ask.


“You
won’t get information from my father. My father doesn’t talk. And nor does
Ethan. Ethan is the same.”


She
hadn’t mentioned Henry. Was that significant?


“You
mean your father doesn’t believe in therapists? Won’t communicate with them?”


Olivia
shakes her head, crossing her legs and lacing her fingers around her knee. 


"I
mean, he will not talk. My dad doesn't talk about personal issues to anybody.
He believes men shouldn't be crybabies. And they shouldn't tell."


Interesting,
I think. Not toxic at all, having that attitude. Not in the least, I cynically
conclude.


“What
do you make of that?” I ask.


“Can
you imagine what it was like being brought up in this household?” Olivia
flashes back, her eyes narrowed.


“I
can imagine there must have been a lot of pressure?”


“You
have no idea. I wanted to be an artist. That was out of the question. I was not
allowed to be an artist! Not allowed to follow my dreams. Artists were hippies,
and druggies, and with my dad a senator, he warned me off it so hard that I
felt like I’d slammed up against a brick wall,” she says bitterly.


“What
were you allowed to do?” 


“Allowed?
I was told I would work in the financial sector, or become a lawyer. Politics
was open to my brothers, but not me. Not suitable for a woman.”


The
angry words are spilling out of her now, and watching her with sympathy, I see
the depths of her frustration and hurt. The layers of suppression are falling
away. She’s been forced into a mold that has defined her life. She is a
successful actuary, and it is the last thing in the world she wants to be.


The
scars that parents could create, the damage they could inflict. Everyone lives
with it. The pain in Olivia’s eyes is real. Probably the most honest she’s been
so far.


“Have
you ever painted since you were told you weren’t allowed to?” I ask.


Olivia
shakes her head. “I had talent. I didn’t use it. I’m out of practice now. What
I had has fallen away. I doubt I can get it back. There’s a time limit, you
know?”


“There’s
no time limit on talent,” I say quietly.


Olivia
looks surprised. “You think?”


“Maybe
you need to try. It might be a good outlet for creativity, and allow you to
feel better about the decision.”


Olivia
blinks. She’s never thought of that, I can tell. Her dreams and ambitions have
been walled off inside an enclosure that is fiercely guarded by anger.


Now,
I’ve planted a seed in her mind. The seed might never grow into anything, but
just having it take root will make Olivia feel she has agency over her own life
and her own decisions, and that she isn’t helpless. 


I
hope I’ve made a minor breakthrough, and also created a connection of trust
between the two of us.


It
is time for the next question. I am circling back now, confident of getting an
answer, thanks to the earlier dialog.


“What
exactly did your father mean when he said you shouldn’t tell?” 


That
could be the key to solving the situation I’ve been called in to help.


A
father who’d cultivated a “don’t talk, don’t tell” atmosphere in the home? That
was never going to go well with family dynamics. It could be that Henry was
simply rebelling against it. 


I
wait for Olivia’s answer, but there isn’t one. Those walls are up again, and I
can’t figure out why. They shouldn’t be.


“It’s
not my place to tell you that,” she says shortly. “Dad’s business is Dad’s
business. It’s better it stays that way. That’s my advice to you.”


I
pick up a note of threat in her words. Suddenly, she sounds very different. The
mention of her father has got her onto her feet now, and I can see she needs to
get going.


“That
was interesting,” she says, briskly. “I mean it in a good way. You’ve given me
a lot to think about.” 


This
departure was very sudden. Had the question touched a nerve? Why was “Dad’s
business” a reason to suddenly stop the session?


All
of that will have to wait, because as I walk out into the corridor and check my
phone, I see that Margaret has replied.


“I can do quarter to eleven. I’ll be back early. In
the conservatory, next to where we had breakfast.”


That’s
in fifteen minutes’ time.


Hoping
that I’ll get the chance to revisit what she told me last night, I head that
way.


I
feel thoughtful as I walk, trying to ignore my dry mouth and low scale nausea.
These family dynamics are becoming more and more complex. The levels of control
are off the scale, and I still don’t understand a lot of what is happening
behind the scenes. 


As
I turn down the corridor, I pick up the rumble of voices coming from my right.


Slowing
down, I glance in that direction, recognizing one of those voices.


Sure
enough, the speaker is Arthur Nolan, control freak and family patriarch. He is
heading down the corridor, walking with purpose, and he is in close
conversation with another man I haven’t seen before.


“…
We need to take care.”


It
isn’t so much the words that alert me, but rather the tone in which they are
spoken. I have the sense this is an important discussion.


I
redirect my own steps down the corridor, walking quietly, following the two
men, who turn into a room to my right.


Moving
closer to the doorway, I listen hard. I know I shouldn’t be prying into ‘Dad’s
business’. Olivia just warned me against it. My own curiosity, now, is pushing
me to find out why.


“With
the situation the way it is right now, do you think this is the right time?”
the other man asks.


“I
don’t want to delay!” Arthur sounds determined.


“Understood.
But a few days can’t hurt?”


“Listen
here, I want to know what there is to know. And you need to help me!”


Was
this man a private detective of some kind? That is my best guess. It seems as
if Arthur Nolan is looking for his help.


“It’s
going to take a while.”


“I
don’t have a while! Seriously, there’s something about that woman I don’t
trust!”


Was
Arthur talking about Sophia? Or somebody else?


It
occurs briefly to me, with a flare of paranoia, that he could even be talking
about me. Then I put that thought out of my mind as over-imaginative nonsense. 


“I’ll
get to it. I’ll prioritize the job.”


“Okay.”


At
that moment, Arthur’s phone rings, and he picks up, sounding impatient. I turn
away and hurry back down the corridor, worried that he will leave the room to
take the call, and see me. In any case, I need to rush, or I’ll be late for the
appointment with Margaret.


What
I’d overheard was troubling. There are things happening in this house. Arthur
Nolan is doing his own private research.


Is
he looking into Sophia? And if so, why?











Chapter SEVEN


 


 


Margaret
is a completely different person this morning. I see that as soon as I walk
into the conservatory. She is as cheery as if that encounter last night had
never happened at all. She’s looking positively upbeat and motivated.


“I’ve
just been at a charity event,” she says. “It was a fundraiser for the aged.
It’s a cause very close to my heart, because my own mother passed away from
early onset dementia, three years ago. It was devastating. She lived with us
before her decline, and everyone loved Granny Martin. She was so involved in
the household, it gave her such interest and fascination to know what was going
on. Of course, I later realized that she became overly curious, and that it was
a symptom of her dementia. She started becoming unaware of privacy and
boundaries. Her hospitalization was such a difficult time for me, for Arthur,
and the family. A journey I’ll never forget. We were never that close, as
mother and daughter, but the journey of her final years will always be with
me.”


She
sounds more dramatic than tragic as she takes off her powder blue jacket and
slings it over one of the wooden chairs, before sitting down on an armchair.
Glancing down at the sleeve of her blouse, frowning as if she’d noticed a stain
there, she rolls it up.


“How
did your mother-in-law’s death affect the family dynamics?” I ask, thinking of
the Nolan men and the control that the head of the household enforces.


“I
thought you were going to ask that.” Margaret nods wisely. “I think I’m getting
to understand how you think. I’m sure that in a while, I’ll be able to predict
what you say.”


“I’ll
be glad if you do,” I reply. “The more on the same wavelength we are, the
better.”


Margaret
looks perturbed at that. It seems as if she wanted to have an effect on me with
the words, maybe to shock me. But I try hard not to allow patients to
intentionally throw me off balance. Margaret managed it once before. No way is
she going to get to do it again.


“So,
my family.” She stares into the distance, thoughtfully.


Then,
the arrival of Eleanor, the housekeeper, interrupts the session.


“Mrs.
Nolan. I didn’t realize you were back,” she says. “Can I bring you anything?
Tea? And your guest, Dr. Close?”


Margaret
turns to me, smiling. “I usually have morning tea at around this time. It’s
such an old English habit, you know, but I’m often either too busy for lunch,
or else not eating because of one diet or another, so I fell into it.” She
sighs. “Bring us some tea, please.”


“Certainly.”


Eleanor
heads out at a purposeful walk, and Margaret carries on thinking.


“You
know, I like to console myself that I did my utmost to protect my family,” she
says. "They never knew how bad my mother was because she was taken
straight to one of the state’s top private care homes. She had around the clock
attention, the best medical support, she wanted for nothing.”


Her
hands are gripping each other as she speaks the words. I don’t know why it
sounds as if she is trying to convince herself, as much as me.


“It
sounds like you did your very best,” I encourage her.


“If
only I could have stopped that monster from consuming her,” Margaret says
fiercely. “I wanted to fight it, to battle the damned thing every day as it
took my mother from me, took away everything she was. Her humor, her wisdom,
her humanity. All that was left was a shell. I wished I could have done
something more.”


“I’m
sorry,” I say sincerely, as Margaret lets out a ragged breath. This is the
first time I’ve seen her talk so much.


Apart
from last night, of course, which I can’t remember, and which my headache keeps
reminding me of.


She
rummages in her purse and takes out a tissue, dabbing her eyes carefully. 


“It
must have been a difficult journey,” I sympathize. 


“It
affected all of us,” Margaret says. “But do you think it’s relevant? It was a
long time ago.”


 “Sometimes,
scars take a while to show, and even longer to heal.”


“Just…”
To her surprise, Margaret leaned over and touched her arm. There was appeal in
her eyes. “Just please, don’t speak to my husband about this. He took it all so
badly. I was the strong one in this whole debacle. He was the one who had to
make the call to send her to the home, because she declined so rapidly while I
was on a long vacation. I feel he couldn’t handle things, and that he
suppressed it all inside. He gets extremely angry when the subject comes up. I
know this is family therapy, but it’s for Henry, not for Arthur. Please, Elise,
will you promise this?”


Anxiety
flares in me again.


Just
as I’ve started to think I’m getting somewhere with Margaret, she unleashes
another bombshell?


Now,
it is the ‘don’t tell my husband’ one. Remembering Olivia’s warning, I decide
this has to be addressed.


Is
there something about her mother’s situation that she doesn’t want me to know,
or is this all selflessly for Arthur? If so, is she protecting him through love
or fear?


I
remember the fearfulness she showed when she met me in my office, and the
desperation in her tone last night, even though I can’t remember what she told
me.


Was
it just fear for her son’s situation, or is she afraid of her husband, too? If
so, why? What did he do?


Did
he somehow force Granny to go into the dementia home? That possibility occurs
to me. Maybe anyone who gets out of line in this house suffers consequences,
and that's why Margaret is so worried about Henry.


 “Look
here,” I say firmly, hoping to uncover more of the truth, “you’ve called me in
because there are issues. These clearly go back a long way. It’s not just your
son’s getting engaged that's suddenly causing tension in the family. It has
probably been brewing for a while, and something like this is a huge
influencing factor. The death of a parent? More than that, the difficult
death of a parent?”


I
see appeal in Margaret’s eyes and tension in her face, and I stop talking as
Eleanor returns with the tea tray.


It’s
beautifully arranged, in an old fashioned English style. China teacups, an
actual teapot, a jug of cream, a saucer with sugar cubes, and a plate with a
few cookies. Light and crispy and dusted with castor sugar, they look home
made.


“May
I pour for you?” Eleanor says formally, as if she’s received training in tea
time presentation.


“Please,
do.” There’s a difference in Margaret’s voice as she replies. She, too, is
formal, keeping her distance from the staff. Her tone when speaking to the
housekeeper is nothing like the tone she’d used with me.


The
steaming tea is poured. Eleanor adds cream to Margaret’s cup, but I said no. My
system is dealing with a toxic mix of alcohol and chemicals, and I don’t want
dairy products added to the churning pit.


However,
I take a cookie and nibble on it, needing the sugar.


When
Eleanor has gone, it’s time to resume the conversation, which I now wish hadn’t
been interrupted. Interruptions are anathema to therapy. They can completely
derail a session. That is why, when I see clients in my own office, my lovely
assistant Maureen, who was a psychology student herself until she decided to
take a step back from her studies, is outside in the lobby, taking calls, and
fiercely guarding our privacy.


Up
until now, I have managed to create a private place for interviews in each of
the homes I’ve visited. But now, I have not. Feeling at a disadvantage from
last night’s debacle, I accepted the appointment as it was.


Weirdly,
it feels as if Margaret is somehow calling the shots here. That she is in
control.


I
find myself embroiled in an internal argument.


Maybe
it’s important to let Margaret feel she has some control. But maybe this should
now be nipped in the bud, as it might sabotage the success of this therapy.


“The
topic of your mother is going to crop up in other interviews. It might even
crop up in Henry’s. Then, what are we going to do?” I ask.


“Handle
it if it does. I’m not telling you not to mention it, just not to mention it to
my husband. Is that so difficult to understand?” Now Margaret’s voice is
ragged.


“I’m
going to need to interview your husband. What do you suggest I do? Not mention
it? Do you know the phrase, ‘the elephant in the room’? That might be it.”


Margaret
literally cringes, clenching her hands even tighter.


"Listen
here. I don't think I'm explaining this well, or else you're not understanding
it well, but this is incredibly frustrating. This is a simple plea from me not
to bring up a death that happened three years ago. Why are you so worried about
it? Why are you not talking about ten years ago? Or two years ago?”


“Did
anything important happen ten years ago? Or two years ago?”


“We’re
a family,” Margaret hisses through clenched teeth. Now her obvious fear is
morphing into anger. “Not just any ordinary family. We happen to be a family of
wealth and influence, with many of us holding high profile positions. So yes,
important things happen all the time. Please don’t latch onto the one I’d
prefer you not to ask one person about! I’m pleading with you because it’s
really important.”


I
cannot fully read her, and I have no idea whether the blond woman facing me is
a traumatized wife and mother under threat, or a deeply manipulative woman,
trying to protect all her interests and give nothing away.


I
have ostensibly been hired to bring the family closer together and solve
Henry's issues. I should be focusing on that, but there’s a weird side clause
about finding out Henry’s secrets, too, while avoiding Arthur’s at all costs.
Is it a surprise I think I’m on quicksand?


A
thought occurs to me.


“Are
you implying there might be consequences?” I ask, my mouth dry.


She
stares at me, and with her emotions high, she gives an honest response. “There
are rules in this house. You need to understand them for your own safety. And
no, you don’t want to break them.”


I
am shocked into momentary silence. My safety?


I
think about what she's said and what it might mean. I'm not liking what I come
up with, or what was in her eyes when she spoke those words. Weirdly, I'm
scared of pushing anymore in this direction. I don't want Margaret to give more
detail on what happens when you break the rules in the Nolan household. It's
not like I can simply leave. I'm committed to my stay here, and I now know that
stay should not include asking Arthur Nolan about Granny Martin.


 “Where’s
Henry?” I ask. “He’s the one I need to speak to and the one I’m here for. So
far, he has not been available.”


She
gives a shaky sigh and tries to regroup.  “I didn’t want to drop him in this
suddenly.” 


I
shake my head. “I’m willing to respect what you say about Arthur. I will not
directly mention your mother when I speak to him. But in return, I need you to
work with me here. I need a private place to speak to everyone, and I need some
therapy times lined up. I have to speak to Henry today.”


Margaret
bites her lip. “That won’t be the easiest, because people are all over the
place this weekend.”


"This
is not optional. It's necessary. You're paying me to do a job. I need to be
able to do that job. By the end of today, I need to have a time for everyone
lined up. For Henry. For Arthur. For Ethan. And for Sophia. All of them. I want
to speak to you again, at least twice this weekend. Henry will probably need
more than one interview. I'm not sure how you can explain that to him. Just
do."


“You’re
asking me to do a lot,” Margaret now sounds as if she is whining.


“I’m
asking you for the framework I need to do my job,” I retort calmly. "And
talking of that, I need a private room. With a door that closes, and please, no
interruptions during the session. The best will be to have tea, coffee, water,
and also some tissues available in the room. Which room would you like to
assign?"


“We
don’t really have any rooms that meet those requirements,” Margaret blusters,
which I take as the nonsense it is. This house has at least thirty damned
rooms. One of them can work. Probably, ten of them can work, but Margaret is
being obstructive. She hasn't gotten her way entirely, and now she is acting
out.


I
wait. This is Margaret’s lie, and now it’s coming back to bite her. If I’d been
in control of the therapy sessions, I’d have this job. I am not in control, and
Margaret is trying to act as the middle man. Well, let her. This is what it
feels like.


I
watch and wait for Margaret to realize that her own actions have led her here.


“I
guess I can find a room,” she says huffily. “The small spare study in our wing
will do. It’s away from everything, and private. The other maids don’t go
there.”


I
am not sure what she means by that. But it doesn’t matter. I have a win, and I
need to capitalize on it before the sulky Margaret mounts another defense.


“Wherever
Henry is, I need to speak to him. Today. This has to get started, or I’ll be
spinning my wheels.”


Margaret
nods. “Alright, alright. I told you I’ll deal with it and I will. But right
now, I want to speak to you about something else.”


Something
else?


“What’s
that?” I ask.


Margaret
takes a deep breath. “I went into your room last night and we spoke. I want to
know what you thought about what I said.”











Chapter EIGHT


 


 


I
feel as if I am in an elevator that has just fallen off its steel cable and is
hurtling down, juddering against the sides of the shaft, bracing myself for the
crash.


I
have no memory of what Margaret said last night. Nothing. 


I
do have the clear recollection that she’d spoken a while. It hadn’t been only a
couple of words. Drunken and slurring, Margaret had seemed intent on
communicating something to me. Something I hadn’t been able to grasp, and
couldn’t recall a word of.


Damn
it all!


I
wasn’t addicted to pharmaceutical drugs. I was not! Like any person could do,
I’d simply taken one tranquilizer too many, and had an excess of wine, while in
strange and stressful circumstances. It just so happened that the results of
this meant I hadn’t heard something important.


If
you had been sober and unmedicated, you’d have heard it, an inner voice
accuses.


I
lash back at that inner voice. If I’d been sober and unmedicated, I wouldn’t
have made it through the evening.


That
wasn’t the point right now. Justifying my own actions won’t help me. How can I
answer this question when I don’t know what Margaret had said? This is what I
need to figure out.


“Why
are you asking me this?” I reply. Typical evasion. Answer a question with
another question. If one of my patients did this, I would gently correct them
and return their focus to the original question.


Luckily,
Margaret doesn’t seem to realize. She is more inwardly focused.


“I
was – I was disturbed when I came into your room. I wasn’t really thinking in a
coherent way,” she admits shakily. “I’d taken a sleeping pill and thought it
hadn’t worked, and so I felt it might work better if I unburdened myself.”


It
is all I can do not to burst out into raucous, incredulous laughter.


Two
drunk, overmedicated women, both now with memory gaps, both regretting their
actions and wondering what the hell had really been going on?


It
would be hilarious if it wasn’t so potentially catastrophic.


“I
think that anything said out of turn, and under the influence of narcotics,
should be disregarded,” I say. Blanket statement, applying to me too.


“Are
you disregarding what I said?” Margaret’s gaze is narrow. This matters to her.
A lot. I just have no idea why or what the right answer will be.


“To
be honest,” I say, “you weren’t making much sense last night. You were
emotional and very tired. I felt you wanted to offload emotion, more than
information. So if there was a point you were trying to make that I didn’t
follow, I apologize. I thought it wasn’t the time.”


I
see a flicker of relief in Margaret's face, and I feel a churning mass of
relief inside myself. She’s bought what I said, and it seems to be the right
answer.


She
doesn’t suspect me of being in a condition that no professional person in a
live-in, on-call role should have been in.


Relief
on both sides, clearly.


“So,
you’re sure you don’t remember much about it?”


Now,
I pretend puzzlement. “Should I have?” I asked.


“No.”
Margaret sounds stronger now, as if she’s just found her way through a tricky
piece of quicksand. “No, not at all. I just hoped, I guess, that I hadn’t made
too much of a fool of myself. Although, you did look a bit tired.”


I’d
thought the elevator had stopped. Now, it jolts down a few more yards with
sickening suddenness.


“Tired
or not, I always do my best to listen,” I hastily say. “But like I already
said, I felt that you just needed to offload.”


“I
see.” But there’s something in the tone of her voice that I don’t like. 


Do
not underestimate this woman, my subconscious screams. I am now wondering if
this entire portion of conversation has been a trap.


“I’ll
call the family and set up times,” Margaret says, giving me a flash of relief
that she’s moving on and not dwelling on last night’s conversation. “And in the
meantime, why don’t you go and speak to Eleanor? She’ll show you where that
spare study is, and you can tell her exactly what you want inside it.”


Standing
up, she turns and leaves.


That
is another no-no. Sessions have to be concluded. They don’t just end with
people walking out. It is something that I try my best to avoid.


Too
late now. I stand up and head in the direction I saw Eleanor go, feeling deeply
troubled about this entire situation.


 


***


 


Eleanor
is in the kitchen, busy preparing a light lunch. She is doing it with practiced
expertise. With plastic gloves on her hands, she’s rolling up cold cuts of
meat, skewering them with toothpicks, and arranging them on a platter that
already contained slices of cheese, chopped vegetables, olives, capers, and
breadsticks.


When
I walk in, she turns away from her task.


“Can
I help with anything?” she asks. 


Her
calmness is enviable. I wish I felt the same way. Yesterday ended badly, today
started in the same vein, and I need to get a damned balance back into this
project.


“Margaret
Nolan has said I can use the spare study,” I say. “I’m going to be doing my
consulting sessions there.”


There
is a flicker of surprise in Eleanor’s eyes. “The spare study?” she repeats.


“Yes.
Why?” If there’s another problem coming my way, I want to know about it. Now. 


“Is
there an issue with that room?” 


“No.
There shouldn’t be a problem with it. I’m just surprised that Mrs. Nolan chose
a room in her wing. Usually that’s kept very private.”


Her
fingers are rubbing together in their plastic gloves. I can see that she hates
the feel of it. 


“That’s
what we want,” I reassure her. “Privacy.”


But
Eleanor is still hesitant. “Has Mr. Nolan approved this?”


“I’m
sure Margaret will tell him. She’s going to be arranging sessions with everyone
over the weekend. It’s important that I get a perspective from the whole
family. It’s going to be essential to have that. Remember, this is for her,” I
lie. “Maybe that’s why it’s in her wing.”


“Oh.
Alright.” Looking more reassured, Eleanor nods. “That should all be okay then.
The room can be set up any way you want it to be. I can bring furniture in
there if needed. There’s currently a desk, a director’s chair, a coffee table,
and an armchair.”


She
counts off on her plastic-wrapped fingers as she lists the furniture.


“Okay.
Can you bring another armchair in there?” I ask.


I
would have liked a couch, or the equivalent, but if the armchairs are anything
like the ones I’ve seen in the rest of the house, they are more than
comfortable enough for people to relax in. The desk, I am not crazy about. A
desk represents a barrier, psychologically. It creates a divide. Even if you
are not facing the person in a chair, they talk more freely when there isn’t a
big barrier. Two armchairs will work fine though.


“Then,
I’d like a coffee machine, a kettle, some teabags, sugar, cream, water.
Glasses. Tissues.”


“I’ll
organize all of those for you.”


“And
please, privacy,” I entreat.


Eleanor’s
face is expressionless. “Like I said, ma’am, privacy will not be a problem in
that wing.”


“That’s
great,” I say.


“Lunch
will be served from one o’clock, in the conservatory,” she then explains,
glancing again at her nearly finished meat arrangement. “It’s informal. People
come along any time between one and three and take what they want. If you would
like me to bring something to your bedroom, or to the spare study, please let
me know.”


“Thanks.
I will do.”


I
have what I need now. A room to operate, and a list of consulting times that is
now being compiled, if sulkily, by Margaret.


But
I still feel last night could have gone so much better. It could have been a
crucial breakthrough, and I failed. I missed out on information I wouldn't get
again because it was gone. 


Now,
too late, and having left the kitchen, I am wondering if there was something
odd in Eleanor’s responses. Slowly and far too sluggishly, my instincts are
alerting me.


Has
the housekeeper been trying to tell me something important about the room
Margaret Nolan has picked?











Chapter NINE


 


 


I
lower myself tiredly into the leather armchair in the small study, wishing that
my hangover would release its grip. It is even quieter on this side of the
house, and the view from the study’s window is glorious. It overlooks a narrow
back street, and a beautiful park. 


A
man is walking along the back street, slowly. I watch him stroll along,
glancing at the house as he does so, pushing up the sleeves of his dark green
windbreaker as if he’s been walking a while, and was warmer than he’d been at
the start. It was a beautiful day. Very pleasant, for this time of year. No
wonder golf games were in progress.


After
taking in the view for a moment, and noticing that the man hasn’t stopped
looking in the direction of the house, I get up, walk over to the window and
close the blinds. The view is a distraction, and I don’t need that.


The
blinds swish across, leaving the room in murky, cream-colored gloom. The remote
control brightened the lights, which are now bright enough to keep the
environment professional, but not so bright that people will think they are
under the spotlight of the Spanish Inquisition.


Everything
is nicely arranged inside. It seems to have been done singlehandedly, because
when I walked in ten minutes ago, Eleanor was puffing and sweating and pulling
the armchair into place all on her own.


Now,
I pour myself a glass of water from the jug on the side table. Dewed with
condensation, it contains icy water flavored with lemon slices. I drink it down
thirstily, hoping it’ll help with the headache.


At
least it’s a hangover headache, not a tension headache. I suffered those from
an early age. Triggered by the pain, a moment from my own childhood flashes
back. For a moment, I am there again.


Sitting
in the living room, trying to be as still as possible, while the argument
raged, my mother’s voice high, like a screeching bird, but filled with anguish.


“Why?
Why did you do it? We needed that money! It was our only money!”


My
stomach had pulled tighter with every word, listening to the disaster play out.


“I
knew I’d win! The odds were telling me I had to win!” My father’s voice, filled
with just as much angst, but also resonating with defensiveness. Listening, I
grasped the cushion of the threadbare couch in my hands as my mother had let
rip.


“The
odds were telling you that you’re a loser! Because that’s what you are! A
loser!”


“Don’t
say that!”


“I
worked sixteen twelve-hour shifts at the hospital to earn that. Sixteen shifts!
And you lost it in two hours. My money! Mine!” 


I
remember I’d curled my feet as far under me as they could go, feeling my toe
poking through the hole in my sock, as my mother continued to scream. 


I
had known it was going to be a bad month, a toast and beans month, like so many
of the other months had been. And the atmosphere in the house would feel sharp
and strained, as if it were made from blades. 


Later,
I figured out that I’d seen it coming. The minute my dad had walked in, his
demeanor had told me that there was trouble. I’d been tense and nervous ever
since, right up until my mother’s lashing questions, and his stammering
responses, and then the explosion that had followed.


The
money issues thanks to Dad’s gambling habit had created a festering ball of
anxiety inside me. There had never been enough. Never. The financial situation
had always meant our life was precarious, just like their relationship.


Living
in a house that could turn into a powder keg at any moment had made me nervous
of long term relationships. That was the real truth about why I was single. I
was terrified of conflict, and when it happened, I backtracked, fearful of
ending up in the same situation that I had when I was a child.


Those
early experiences taught me to read the room. 


They
also created an obsessive need in my mind to dig deeper, to try to find out
what was going to happen next, to know what people were thinking and what they
were planning.


I
push those memories aside. It’s now one-thirty p.m. and that means, at any
minute, I should have Ethan arriving. 


He
was the first available Nolan child, having played an early round of golf this
morning.


Footsteps
approach – much louder on this quieter side of the house – and I sit up,
setting my glass down.


The
door swings open and Ethan walks in.


He
wears entitlement with the same familiar ease as his designer golf shirt. His
dark, good looks give him a haughty expression as he stares at me.


“Good
afternoon,” I greet him.


“Hi,”
he replies abruptly. “You want this closed?”


Before
I have time to say anything, he spins around and shoves the door shut with a
surprisingly forceful slam that makes me jump.


His
mouth twists as he heads for a chair. He thought that was very funny.


“So,”
he says, slumping down and crossing one leg over the other, then leaning
forward as if to stretch his glutes, “what’s this about?”


I
realize something surprising at that exact moment. 


Ethan
Nolan is drunk.


Not
very drunk. Not incoherently so, the way his mother had been last night. But
still drunk enough to be noticeable. I guess the nineteenth hole was the one
where he’d spent most time. 


“I
need to get a perspective from everyone,” I say.


It’s
strange, but I sense that two people are struggling for supremacy inside of
Ethan, as he stares at me, with a combative though slightly unfocused gaze.


The
one is the person he’d been last night, the cookie-cutter shape of his father,
with that rigid control and inherent scorn of humanity shielded by an icy
reserve.


The
other is even more unlikeable.


The
other side of him might be more outgoing, but it is arrogant, superior and
cruel. I have a strong instinct for sensing cruelty. I hate it, more than
anything.


I’ve
been on the wrong side of it too many times. Speaking from experience, I
remember the scornful comments of my classmates when they saw my shabby
clothes. Mercilessly, they watched me rattle up to school, dropped off by my
father in our ancient car, always late. Before he’d come back home to fetch me,
he’d usually been at the local casino, playing slots with the other gray faced,
hollow eyed morning gamblers. 


How
I longed for the weeks when my mother’s shifts had allowed her to take me to
school.


I
knew that kindness could mean nothing more than averting the eyes and not
mentioning a situation that was raw and uncontrollable. Some of my classmates
had been kind.


Others
had rubbed salt into the lacerations.


Right
now, if Ethan had a whole packet of salt, he’d have used it. I sense in him the
desire to hurt. To scour, to wound.


“You
need my perspective? You’re scraping the bottom of the barrel there! Are you
desperate?” He re-crosses his legs with the other one on top and leans forward,
definitely doing a glute stretch while he sits.


“It’s
what I told your mother we would do. To solve small issues, I need to speak to
everyone.”


"Didn't
anyone tell you I'm the perfect son? I have no issues, small or large. I don't
believe in that. This whole 'therapy' thing is nothing more than
self-indulgence, and I don't do that. You’re getting paid for hot air,
darling.” His teeth flash white in a joyless smile.


“Why
are you the perfect son?” I ask, not rising to his bait.


“I’m
highly motivated to achieve. As is my father. I don’t take excuses. I hate
weakness. I believe in growth and wealth and self fulfillment. But I’m a family
man, too. Balanced. Hence the golf.” He spreads his hands.


And
the trophy wife, of course, although he doesn’t mention her.


“So
you feel your father is the same?” I ask.


“Why
are you asking such pointless questions?” His voice rises incredulously.
"Can't you tell? You've spoken to my dad. He's succeeded in every sphere
of his life. He's a born achiever. He's the role model that I've always tried
to follow because I want to be him."


“To
be him? Or to do better?”


He
laughs. “Better than the old man? That’s impossible. Look at what he’s done.
He’s got a resume that few people could match. Success all the way. Whatever
he’s turned his mind to, he’s smashed it out the park.”


“And
you? Can you say the same?” I’m pressing subtly now, looking for his buttons.


“I
aspire to be him.” He is stubbornly sticking to his script so I decide to
change things up again.


“How
about your brother? Do you think he lives in your shadow?”


“Henry’s
just as motivated to succeed as I am.” His face changes. “He’s younger though.
Wilder. He’s got a learning curve ahead of him. Time will tell if he has what
it takes, or if –” He stops himself abruptly. 


“If
what?” 


Now
he’s finished stretching his glutes. He leans back in his chair, arms linked
behind his head.


“Or
if he doesn’t, Doctor.” His tone is condescending. 


“What
do you mean by that?”


“Ask
him.” He drops one eyelid in a clumsy wink. “I’m not ratting on my siblings. Or
any family member, come to that. It’s one value my father drummed into me. You
don’t open your mouth unless it’s for a good reason.”


He
stares at me for a few beats, a challenge in his eyes. 


“I
think that’s enough for now, and thank you for your input, Ethan,” I say. I
don’t want to end the session, but I suspect he’s about to walk out regardless,
and at least this way, it stays in my control. In theory, at least. 


He
trips over his feet as he stands, making his exit less than graceful.


“For
now? I don’t think we need to talk again,” he snaps. He heads to the door and
then turns back.


“One
thing I should tell you, Doc.”


“What’s
that?” I ask.


"You
shouldn't think you're the only one doing what you do. My family are too smart
to trust one person. They always hedge their bets. You’re less than competent.
You’re an also-ran.”


The
insult stings worse than I hoped it would. I feel a twinge of unwanted
self-doubt.


This
family is arrogant and they are entitled and they are shielding each other. I
can’t seem to get all the way past their defenses, no matter how hard I try. Am
I doing something wrong? Or is it just the circumstances of the assignment,
which has started out on the wrong foot and seems to be getting worse?


“I
specialize in on-site therapy,” I remind him. “Not everyone does.”


 “Maybe
it’s better that way,” he adds in a softer tone, causing a cold shiver to go
through me. “Because you don’t want to know what happens to people who start
prying into our privacy.”


“What
do you mean by that?” I ask, the question bursting out, but he gives a
supercilious shrug and turns away.


As
soon as he’s breezed out, slamming the door again, I check my phone, sighing.
Margaret has not exactly been doing a thorough job of lining up the interviews,
despite our agreement earlier. 


I
have an hour to spare before my next interview. That is the bad news.


The
good news is that it’s with the patriarch of the family, Arthur Nolan himself.


It
will be interesting to see what he says when he’s sitting in this armchair
opposite me. 


“Any chance we can bring Arthur forward?” I text Margaret back. An hour is a
long time to sit here, especially when I am doing nothing more than fester in
my own self doubt.


“I can’t change it,” comes the terse reply.


What
else can I do?


Immediately,
the temptation slinks into my mind, as I think of my room, just a couple of
minutes’ brisk walk away through this spacious mansion. And the blister pack of
tablets at the back of the drawer, where I have stashed them far from prying
eyes.


I
could hotfoot it back there and take a tranquilizer. Just to stabilize my
emotions, so that I’m on an even keel after those two unsatisfactory
interviews. I need to bring my best self to the next one.


Stop
it, I tell myself. Stop it. Don’t do it, Elise. You’re on a path to disaster.


But
as if under their own control, my legs rise from the soft, reclining armchair
and pace across the tiled floor to the door. 


If
I go back to my room, I know damned well I won’t be able to resist the
temptation of that blister pack.


I
find myself doing something I never expected. In fact, I hadn’t even thought
about it, and am shocked by my own action, especially in view of Ethan’s recent
threat. 


Maybe
it’s the earlier conversation with Eleanor that sparked my curiosity, or maybe
it is the simple need to dig deeper into whatever I can find.


I
wish I could understand why I’m about to do something so reckless. Perhaps it’s
because, right now, I’ll do anything rather than take another tranquillizer. Or
else, it’s because I’m obsessed by the undercurrents in the family, and I want
to get a handle on them because I fear that if I don’t, I’ll fail.


Whatever
my reasoning, the outcome is the same. I turn left instead of right when I exit
the study and head through the doorway that leads to the Nolan parents’ private
suite.











Chapter TEN


 


 


What are you doing? What the hell do you think you’re
getting into?


My
mind screams a warning as my footsteps tread silently through the doorway to
the Nolan parents’ rooms. My hand grasps the door handle. Turns it. It opens
and I step inside.


My
heart is pounding. Is this really how far I’ll go to stop myself from getting a
fix of tranquilizer that would put me on another rollercoaster to disaster?


I
should get out. Why am I even here? It seems like Eleanor is the only staff
member allowed past this door.


And
doesn’t that tell you something, I ask myself. The calm, analytic voice in my
mind is surprisingly loud. What’s so secret about these rooms? At the worst, it
can’t hurt to have a look around. Can it?


Knowing
how badly this could backfire, I now can’t stop myself walking forward. The
door has led me into a lobby, with a white, decorative looking table, an
enormous porcelain vase, and an oil painting on the wall in gloomy, muted
colors. It looks old and expensive. Those are the only two things it has going
for it, in my opinion.


There
is a door to the left, a door to the right, and another door straight on. Which
to choose?


Don’t
be an idiot, I plead with myself. There is no good choice here. The bad choice
was made the moment I turned left out of the study.


Breathing
in and out, I try to calm myself and think clearly. Of course I fail, but then,
drawing in one quick, decisive breath, I lunge to the door on the left and
wrench it open.


It
leads to a study. This is the real, old-fashioned McCoy, and the minute the
door opens, the reek of cigars fills the air. 


Opulent,
spacious, filled with every luxury from traditional to modern that a man could
possibly need, this is clearly Arthur Nolan’s secluded spot. 


A
high backed leather chair upholstered in rich brown stands behind a highly
polished desk, the size of a snooker table. On it are folders, files,
documents, a fountain pen, and a computer screen.


There
is a dull, bronze looking full length mirror in the corner, and a few armchairs
dotted around the room, as well as a big screen TV on the far wall that is
shielded by a dark wooden lattice. Because no gentleman’s study should have
anything as vulgar as an obvious big screen? If he wanted to watch anything
he’d need to move the lattice aside.


On
a small table near one of the armchairs, I see the obligatory decanters, a few
of them, in fine crystal, with glasses set on the tray. There’s an
old-fashioned backgammon board, made from actual stitched leather with wooden
pieces, on another table. The window is covered with a blind. 


There
are some framed photos on the wall, and I step forward to take a closer look.
Arthur Nolan looks a couple of years younger in most of them. In one of them,
he is standing with the previous president, a broad grin on his face. In
another, he and a suave looking man with a goatee are standing, arm in arm,
holding golf clubs.


The
suave looking man appears in a few of the other pictures, all social and
sporty. Clearly, he is a good friend, but I wouldn’t know who he is. He doesn’t
show his teeth when he smiles, and he has a short side parting in his hair.


I
feel a sheen of sweat prickle my face. The air in here is cool. It’s guilt
that’s making me warm. 


I
am on the edge of my nerves, standing in here. I should get out!


But
now I am here. Standing inside a study in the private suite, the suite that
Eleanor had been having conniptions about.


Why
was that? What are the secrets that he might be keeping here?


I
know there are secrets. What matters is whether they are small or big ones, and
whether they have any bearing on his son’s behavior. 


Another
look around shows me, interestingly, that there are no family photos anywhere
in the study. Perhaps he doesn’t need them, since most of his family is just
outside the door. He isn’t short of onsite children, since so many of them are
‘discouraged’ from starting their own lives anywhere other than down the road.
Apart from the black sheep Grace, of course.


Now
that I’m here, I might as well go for it full tilt. After all, I have nearly an
hour before he comes in.


Prudently,
I turn and close the study door. Then, feeling shocked by my own actions, I
move to the desk. 


This
was committing career suicide. If I was found in here, there wasn’t a family in
the United States that would invite me to do an on-site consultation. The trust
would be broken. 


Not
to mention the threat of consequences, which Margaret, Ethan and Olivia have
hinted at.


And
yet, now I am in here, I am wondering if Margaret mentioned her husband when
she’d rambled on last night.


Maybe
she did. Perhaps there’s a subconscious reason I’m here.


The
folders on the desk are expensive, textured pieces of stationery that look to
be custom made, not the kind of thing you would find at the local store. They
all have handwritten labels that are penned in a confident, inky hand. 


Names
I have never heard of. I flip through them, taking in as many as possible. 


Arcadia,
Engels, Grylls & Poone, Farquhar, Reynolds Kline.


What
are they? They sound obscure. Arthur Nolan has lots of business interests. What
was he now, a political consultant? Perhaps these are client files. At any
rate, this office seems to be a haven that is focused on business. Taking in
the feel of it, I can imagine him sitting at that desk and working hard, using
a laptop that is either locked away, or in a drawer, or with him. I can
visualize that more easily than I can imagine him reclining in one of those
leather armchairs, and partaking of the decanter’s contents.


What’s
in the desk drawers? The thought comes to me suddenly and I immediately veto it
with all my strength.


Don’t
do it. There’s nothing personal or revealing in this office at all.


But
maybe, my mind argues stubbornly, there is – and it’s in a drawer. That’s where
he’d keep it. With the secrets that he holds so close to his chest.


Oh,
please, I tell myself. These ‘secrets’, if they exist here, are probably
nothing more than a handful of sordid affairs with political wannabes who
worship him.


But
even so, I find myself moving around the desk and reaching for the drawer
handle.


Then,
I freeze, my heart now hammering so hard it is all the way in my throat.


There’s
a sound outside. The last sound I ever wanted or expected to hear.


Footsteps
are approaching along the tiled floor.


As
my pulse goes into overdrive, sweat springs out on my skin. They’re close by,
and there’s no time to run, no place to hide, except behind the desk itself.


If
I hide there and I’m found, it will all be a million times worse. Then, it will
be as bad as it was ever going to get. 


I
do the only thing I can in the circumstances.


I
head over to the armchair facing the door and sit down, opening my phone and
staring at it, as if I have a full right to be here. My hands are shaking, and
I couldn’t have read what was on the screen if somebody had given me a million
dollars to do it.


With
any luck, the footsteps will go straight past into the bedroom. The only person
this can be was Margaret Nolan, coming in for a quick freshen up, or maybe even
a power nap.


But
the footsteps stop outside the study door.


The
handle turns, and I know instinctively that Arthur Nolan will not accept my
presence here, in the armchair, as an innocent mistake.


This
is the start of the trouble that could finish me forever.











Chapter ELEVEN


 


 


The
study door swings open. Choked with tension, I am unable to prevent a guilty
jump as the incoming person appears.


A
soft cry of astonishment comes from the doorway as we stare at each other.


It’s
Eleanor. The housekeeper is goggling at me as if she’s seen a ghost. She looks
utterly terrified to see me here.


“Doctor
Close! What are you doing in here?” The next minute, she claps her hand over
her own mouth as if in apology for that outburst. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t
speak to you this way. But – but this is Mr. Nolan’s private room, and if he
finds you…” Her voice tails off. “Did Mrs. Nolan give you permission to be
here?”


“I
honestly had no idea,” I say, standing up and doing my best not to show how my
hands are shaking. “I thought this was part of the same suite. So I’m not
allowed to be here?”


“Please,
can you go back to the spare study. I’ll get into huge trouble if they find me
here with you.”


She
is visibly distressed as she practically shoos me back into the room further up
the corridor. 


“It’s
best if you don’t say you were in there,” she says, looking at me appealingly.
“It really will be best. Is that okay?”


“If
it’ll get you into trouble, I won’t mention it,” I promise. “It was an innocent
mistake.”


I’m
in a state of disbelief at my own reckless actions. That had been utter madness
on my side. It could have ended terribly.


And
it almost had. Just as I sit down in the armchair I’d originally used in my own
designated study, more brisk footsteps sound from the corridor. Two sets, this
time.


Margaret
comes bustling in, looking satisfied, as if she’s finally achieved something
important.


“Doctor
Close,” she says. “Unfortunately, my husband is delayed, so I’ve brought my son
along. Henry is ready to speak to you. I hope you find the session helpful.”
Frowning at Eleanor, she adds, “Come with me. I need you to rearrange some
things in the main drawing room.”


The
housemaid leaves immediately, followed by Margaret herself.


For
the first time, formally, I’m face to face with the man whose secrets I’m here
to learn.


Henry’s
blond hair is tousled, as if he’s just come in from some time outdoors –
tennis, maybe, I guess, looking at the white shorts and tan polo shirt he is
wearing, with expensive looking trainers on his feet.


He
looks as if he’d far rather turn and walk out than have a session inside this
room.


“I
don’t know why I’m here,” he says. “I have no idea why you need to speak to me.
With all due respect, aren’t my mother’s issues the main reason you’re here?”


“Everything
in a family is interconnected,” I say calmly. After the jolt of my narrow miss,
I am on a temporary adrenaline high. “Your mother may be anxious about your
engagement.”


“It’s
not such a big deal,” he says, moving forward now, sitting down in the armchair
so recently occupied by his frankly obnoxious brother. “It’s really not such a
big deal. Maybe she’s feeling as if she’s losing control because I’m moving out
when I get married.”


Again,
control. Every one of the Nolan children has mentioned it. The mother and
father have their claws embedded deep. 


“How
do you feel about your marriage?” 


I
hope Henry is in a mindset to answer. He’s leaning forward, his forearms on his
knees, his hands clasped. His demeanor is far more open than his brother’s was.


“I’m
glad to be getting married. I mean, isn’t that obvious? People don’t marry
unless they want to.” His laugh holds a touch of incredulity at the thought.
“Sophia’s stunning, and she’s got a good heart. She’s going to make a good
wife. She likes kids, works with that little charity.”


He
doesn’t realize how disparaging he sounds, I think in amazement. He can’t even
pick up on his own mindset, which was that the Nolans were in charge, they were
the best, and everyone else was secondary. Sophia could have run the biggest
nonprofit in the country and to Henry, to Arthur, it still would have been
‘that little charity’.


Maybe
also he’s belittling it in his mind because he doesn’t want her to work? Are
these control issues seeping through the generations, manifesting themselves in
different ways?


“What’s
your plan for when you’re married?” I ask.


“What
do you mean by that?” He frowns. 


“Where
are you going to live? Are you going to move far away?”


He
thinks about that question for a while.


“I
own some property,” he says. “I mean, we all do. All of us children. I have a
vacation home in Cape Cod, and a small townhouse that’s on the other side of
the city. I could live in the townhouse. That might be an option at first.”


“Why
not here at home? Is there a reason for that?” 


I
can see the question makes him instantly defensive.


“Did
you get hired to try to change my mind on that?” he flashes back, with more
accuracy than I would have liked.


“No.
I’m asking because I’ve picked up that it seems to be your parents’
expectations to keep their children close by.”


“Not
all of us,” he immediately counters. “Not Grace. Grace never has anything to do
with the family these days.”


“But
you get on well with your mother. Do you think that relationship will change
when you move out?”


“Of
course it will change!” He glares at me now, frustrated, as if I wasn’t getting
the point. “I’m starting my own life now. I’m making a fresh start. I’m going
to have my own place, my own family. Why should it be a catastrophe? It’s just
life!”


Indeed,
I think. It is just life.


“Have
you had any problems or issues so far, with your engagement, and the family
dynamics?”


That
is a good question. He’s silent now, thoughtful.


“I
don’t think my parents approve of Sophia,” he admits. “They’ve never said
anything directly to me. It’s just what I’ve picked up since they first met
her.”


“Why
would that be?” I ask.


“Because
she’s not the class of person they expected me to choose,” he responds. “They
wanted me to marry someone who comes from a wealthier family, who’s got a
professional job, who doesn’t just run a charity. You know, in a way, I think
they feel protective about their wealth. They don’t want me to divorce and for
Sophia to walk away with half of my assets. Which she wouldn’t, of course.” He
folds his hands. “I’ve already got my lawyers working on the prenup. If she
walks away, she’ll leave with nothing.” He sounds satisfied with that. More so
than I would have expected from a young man who was supposedly in love.


“And
how did you meet?” I wonder how his version will differ from hers.


“We
met at a function, at a hotel. One of those big cocktail events. I think it was
actually for a charity. I was there because my business was a sponsor.”


“Was
it love at first sight?”


“Of
course it was.”


“And
your business? Tell me about that?”


“It’s
going well. It’s had its ups and downs, though,” he says.


“What
line of work are you in?”


“It’s
a transportation company. We handle bulk loads of gas, chemicals, that sort of
thing. Specialized transportation of dangerous goods. It’s a big business, and
there’s profit to be made, but it’s competitive.”


He
likes talking about his business. There is enthusiasm in his tone.


“Do
you feel your father’s proud of you for being an entrepreneur?”


Henry
makes a face. “Dad’s always had the attitude that we should be professionals. I
think he’d have chosen for me to be a doctor. But that’s never been my calling.
I’ve never had that brain. Now that I’ve got my own business, he’s super proud
of me, and he’s been supportive.”


Enthusiasm
shines from him, and I don’t detect any falseness. This is genuine.


“What
about your youngest sister?” I ask.


He
sounds more reserved now, looking down. “Grace? She’s always been the rebel of
the family, the one who didn’t fit in. She hasn’t made a success of her life.
She’s in media, she became a journalist after flunking out of college.”


“Did
that cause problems?”


“Nobody
does that. Not one of the Nolans has ever flunked out of college. We’re all
successful,” Henry stares at me again with feeling. “She could have passed with
top grades if she’d wanted to. She’s not stupid. Or maybe she was. Too stupid
to know what's good for her. There was a massive fight a while ago while she
was still in college. She basically fell out with my parents completely.
Mention her name now? See how angry they get. The best way to deal with Grace
is for everyone to pretend she doesn't exist."


“How
long ago was that fallout?”


He
shakes his head. “I really don’t remember.”


“Try
for me?” I ask.


He
rubs his chin, tapping one foot on the floor in a way that tells me he’s
starting to lose focus. This session needs to end soon. This should probably be
the final question.


“Around
three years ago, I think. A while back. I didn’t take much notice of it. You
know, I was busy doing things for my own future. Building my business. My
empire.” Pride resonates in his voice again.


“Thank
you,” I say. “I’d like to have a session with Sophia, too. Is she here?”


“Sophia?”
he asks, surprised. “But she barely knows my mother.”


The
lie again, coming back to bite us all.


“Your
mother may be more anxious about this engagement than you think,” I say. “And
I’d like to get some impressions of Sophia. If nothing else, it’ll reassure
her.”


Henry
gives a half smile. “Sophia is not the type my parents hoped I’d choose. I’ve
already told you that.”


“Yes.
I know you have.”


“Well,
okay. She’ll be back later. Maybe speak to her tomorrow?”


“Thank
you,” I say.


Henry
gets up and walks out. I stand, stretching, and let out a deep breath, checking
my phone. It brings me bad news.


“Arthur can’t make the appointment,” Margaret has texted. “He should
be available later or tomorrow.”


It’s
late afternoon, and my calendar is now empty. These interviews had been useful
– sort of. I know more about the family dynamics. I understand the excessive
control that the Nolans exerted over their brood.


I
have seen no sign of the troubled behavior that Henry had supposedly shown to
create the emergency that brought me here. Is he troubled?


Why
has Margaret Nolan really called me in? 


If
I’d made different choices, I could be on vacation by now, and thinking back,
the decision to turn down this job might have been far better than the one to
take it.


Anxiety
surges in me again, and heading out of the small study, I go back to my own
bedroom.


With
a flicker of shame, as if I am watching somebody else act while being powerless
to stop, I open the top drawer and take out the blister pack, noticing with a
jolt that one sleeve is already finished. This is supposedly a month’s supply.


Well,
one more now will settle me and help me focus on what I want to do next, which
is something I can’t do in the Nolans’ luxury mansion at all.


After
taking the tablet, I sling my purse over my shoulder and pick up the keys to
the Land Rover.


If
Grace Nolan is a journalist, she can’t be impossible to find, can she?


The
fallout with Grace seems to have been a watershed moment for the family. They’d
lost their youngest daughter. It must have ripped the fabric of the family
apart.


I
don’t know what caused it, and I’d like to know the other side of the story.
Maybe Grace herself will tell?











Chapter TWELVE


 


 


The
coffee shop is warm and bustling, friendly and delightfully normal. In its
busy, crowded environment, with a cup of black coffee steaming in front of me,
I feel a world away from the rarified atmosphere of the Nolans. 


I
have my laptop open, my phone in front of me, and I am on the hunt. I’m going
to find out where Grace Nolan works. If I can do that, I might be able to speak
to her today.


Although
I didn’t strictly speaking need to leave the house to do this research, it
seemed like a wise idea. Walls have ears. And given the Nolans’ need for
control, it would be a whole lot more prudent to do this research outside the
house.


It
takes only a few minutes of searching to locate the media company that Grace
worked for, and to call them up.


It
is four thirty p.m. on a Saturday, blustery and wintry and getting dark. I have
no idea if anyone will pick up the call. Eventually, just as I am losing hope,
a harassed voice says, “Prime Media, good afternoon.”


“Afternoon,”
I say. “I’m looking for Grace Nolan. Is she there?”


“Grace
isn’t in,” the woman says hurriedly.


“I
need to speak to her urgently,” I reply, just as quickly, because I sense that
the woman is looking to wrap up this conversation as fast as she could.


“Urgently?
What’s this about, please, ma’am?”


“It’s
private,” I say firmly. Any journalist worth their salt will know that a
private call might mean important business.


“Okay,”
the woman says. “If you can give me your number, I’ll ask her to call you.”


I
read my number out, and the woman hangs up hurriedly, as if they were holding
the presses for her and she had to rush away.


While
I am hopefully waiting for her to call back, I do some more research.


Henry’s
transportation business is first on the list. I want to know more about it. Is
it well-regarded? Is there anything online that he hasn’t told me? I am
grasping at straws here, but I have to test what I’ve been told.


A
business that was failing, or in difficulty, might cause him stress, no matter
how enthusiastic he pretended to be to me.


Here
it is, linked up to his name.


“Nolan’s
Industrial Logistics,” it was unimaginatively called. There isn’t much online
about it. Hardly anything. It seems to be one of those companies that operates
behind the scenes, doing boring but profitable work that never hits the media
because of its nature.


Or
wait. What was this?


I
lean forward, staring more carefully at the laptop screen. On the fourth page
of searches, I have picked up a little hint that there might have been trouble.


“Accident
Causes Major Pollution Spill, Claims Two Lives,” the headline read.


I
click on the article link. Wait.


Nothing.
Sighing in impatience, I conclude that the article itself must have been
removed. It is no longer there. The search engine can’t find it. But the search
engine had originally matched this up with the parameters I am looking for.


Had
Nolan’s Industrial Logistics been involved in something big and damaging that
could potentially have tarnished the company’s reputation?


Frowning,
I dig further, this time looking for reports on the accident itself. There must
be some of those still out there, even if the company name has been retracted.


Here
was one that must have escaped the sweep.


“In the early hours of yesterday morning, a tanker
carrying industrial waste overturned, causing a crash in which another driver
and passenger were killed. The waste caused a toxic spillage that has seeped
into the dam and wetland in the area of the crash, a nature reserve. 


“This is shocking news,” Harry Galan, the owner of the
South Massachusetts nature reserve, has said. “With two lives tragically lost,
this spill has caused widespread pollution of a fragile ecosystem. The
consequences could not have been more devastating.”


“According to local sources, the driver of the tanker,
who sustained minor injuries, was working overtime and had not stopped for his
compulsory rest break. Police are still investigating.”


I
frown, feeling confused as I read and reread the article. Why hadn’t the driver
been arrested? He’d caused a major crash that had killed two people. Why wasn’t
the transportation company’s name mentioned? The paucity of details is
concerning. Either it is shoddy reporting, or else, someone has been doing a
Herculean level of damage control.


I
try to look up the name of the journalist, but can’t find any further details
on her, or any recent articles that she’d written. The story is from a local
publication, but when I find a number, they don’t answer their phone.


What
about the truck driver? Is there a way of finding out who he was?


With
a triumphant narrowing of my eyes, after some more searching, I find that his
name is Adam Smith. 


Not
an easy name to research. There are hundreds of Adam Smiths in Massachusetts
alone. And he might have moved out of state, and dropped off the radar, and be
doing something totally different than driving for Nolan’s Industrial
Logistics.


Which,
of course, was not mentioned in the article at all.


I
shake my head, trying to suppress the feeling of fear in the pit of my stomach.


The
power this family has, is very clear. They had the influence to completely
eradicate the name of their son’s company, which I suspect of being involved in
this accident. 


What
could they do to me?


Really,
I shouldn’t even be researching this. Why was I going so deeply into it? It was
all long in the past. I should be focusing on the family dynamic, trying to
settle things down, and give a report that all seemed to be well, and get the
hell out of there.


Could
this be Henry’s secret?


The
problem was that if Margaret knew about this – which she must do – why did she
think there was something else hidden?


With
a flash of inspiration, because I can’t derail myself from this topic, I decide
to call that irate nature reserve manager who’d spoken out about the pollution,
Harry Galan.


Working
feverishly, because I need to get back to the Nolans’ home, I look up a number
for Harry Galan.


I
find a number for the nature reserve, called the Clearwater Haven, located
about twenty miles out of Boston. Would they still be open on a Saturday
afternoon? Hoping so, I dial it.


“Is
Mr. Galan there, please?” I ask.


It
takes a moment before a man’s voice answers. “Galan here?”


“Mr.
Galan? I’m Elise Close.” As soon as I speak my name, I feel a flicker of doubt.
Is it wise to do that? Will it get back to the family, and could they think
I’ve been prying?


I’m
paranoid already, after just one day in the Nolan household.


“What
can I do for you?” Galan asks in tones of polite impatience.


“I’m
calling to find out more about an incident that happened a couple of years ago.
I read about it online and thought it might have a bearing on something I’m
looking into.”


“What
incident is that?” 


I
am sure he can already guess. His tone is sharp.


“It
was a pollution incident. A tanker crashed, and it ended up spilling into your
nature reserve. I’m just inquiring about it. I’d like to know the details?”


“I
have nothing to say.” His voice is abrupt.


“I
understand. I’m just asking…”


“That
incident is sealed. I’m not speaking about it. Good day, Ms. Close.”


With
a click, he hangs up. 


For
a moment, I sit there, thinking about all of this.


Then,
I ask for the check and get up. Grace hasn’t called back and my research has
only left me with more questions, questions that are raising my doubts, but not
helping me reach a conclusion.


I
am heading down the road to the car, when a voice calls me back. A man’s voice,
loud over the blustering of the wind, and the swish of traffic on the main
road.


“Excuse
me!”


I
turn, surprised, to see a man walking up to me in a purposeful way. He looks to
be in his forties, dressed in a dark green jacket, chinos, and good, solid
boots.


“I
think you dropped this.” He holds out a slip of paper, and my heart nearly
stops.


Dropped?
Did I leave a jotted note there on the table in the coffee shop? I thought I’d
collected up all my belongings. What was happening to me? Was I losing my mind?


“Thank
you,” I say. Then, I look at it more closely as I take it from him.


It’s
the receipt for my payment. I didn’t drop it – I never even picked it up. I had
left it on the table in the restaurant.


“I
didn’t drop this,” I correct him.


“Sorry,
my mistake,” he says immediately. His eyes are shrewd and sharp, his jawline –
slightly plump – darkened by a layer of stubble that told me he must have
shaved very early this morning. Now, my suspicions are prickling. Who is this
man? Why does that green jacket look familiar? And why is he looking at me
strangely? 


“Have
I seen you before?” he asks.


“If
that’s an icebreaker, it’s a bad one. I might ask the same. Have I seen you
before?” I reply.


“You
might have done,” he says conversationally, falling into step with me as I head
for the car. “You’re staying with the Nolans, aren’t you?”


Why
had I suspected that name would come up?


He
hadn’t been a guest at the dinner last night. So, who on earth is he and why is
he here, on the street. How has he recognized me when I don’t clearly recognize
him?


“I
am, yes.”


“That’s
nice. They’ve got a lovely house. Any particular reason for your visit?”


My
stomach clenches. “Who are you really?” I challenge him. "I don't
recognize you at all or know who you are. If my memory's at fault, I apologize.
But maybe it would be better to introduce yourself before asking this?"


“I’m
just an acquaintance,” he says, and at that moment, my mind finally clicks into
place, and I remember where I’ve noticed him. He was outside the house, walking
on the narrow road behind the Nolan’s townhouse. I saw him stroll along and
stare up at the building, before I closed the blinds of my therapy room.


That
fact, combined with his presence here – it had to mean what I guessed.


“Are
you an investigator?” I ask, and then immediately realize my mistake. There is
something coolly confident in his demeanor, an attitude that I recognize from
past experiences.


“That’s
one of their vehicles and you’re driving it,” he says, eyeing the Land Rover as
we approach it. That confirms my suspicions.


“You’re
a cop?” I ask. “You’re a cop, working undercover?”


He
stares at me grimly, his dark eyes assessing me with professional expertise.


“You’re
not a family friend. You’re doing some work for them, aren’t you?”


I
let out a breath. “I’m a psychologist,” I admit. “I’ve been hired by – by a
member of the family, to do some therapy on site. They loaned me the car to use
while I’m here.”


He
nods thoughtfully. We’re now in the car. The winter wind is tugging at my coat,
and I pull it closed with a hand that feels cold.


“How
are you finding things there?” he asks.


I
shake my head. There is only so much Mr. Cop is getting for free. Especially
when I, too, need information.


“Maybe
you should introduce yourself first?” I remind him. “And tell me which family
member you’re interested in.”


“I’m
Detective Raymond Burke,” he confesses. “I’m not going to disclose my reason
for observing the Nolans. Is there a family member I should be interested in?”
He asks that with a raise of his eyebrows.


There
were things I was interested in. Like what had happened with the tanker crash,
and why the whole story had been hushed up, and whether anyone had gotten into
trouble.


“Maybe
we could meet tomorrow?” As I speak, I feel like a traitor.


He
nods. “I can meet you. Here, at this coffee shop?”


This
shop is on a main street, not far from the townhouse. On a Sunday, I don’t know
where the Nolans will be. 


“I
don’t know Boston well,” I say. “It might be better to choose somewhere
quieter.”


He
reaches into his pocket and produces a sheaf of cards. Looking through them, he
hands me one belonging to a different coffee shop. It has what I guess is his
number scrawled on the back.


“This
place is quiet. It’s about two miles away, so not far. It’s in a small center
opposite a daycare business. Not busy on weekends.”


"Ten
o'clock tomorrow morning?” I suggest, hoping that it won’t conflict with any
interviews.


“I’ll
see you there.”


He
turns and strides away, leaving me to climb into the car, now seriously
worried. 


The
cops are watching the Nolans, and I have no idea why. What, exactly, is going
on?


I
need to speak to my own shrink to straighten out my head, but there isn’t time
now. It’s getting dark, and after a glorious winter’s day, the clouds are
closing in, threatening rain, or maybe sleet. 


I
head back to the house, park in the quiet back street, and head to the front
door.


There
I stand, hunting through the bunch of keys for the one that will unlock the
front door. While I search for it, I hear raised voices coming from inside the
house. Concerned, I realize a vociferous argument is raging. I hear Margaret
Nolan’s voice, raised in a shrill, defensive cry, and I feel the shrinking
coldness that I always do when overhearing conflict, as the frightened child
inside her, the one with no control over her circumstances, raises her fearful
head.


Go
on in, the adult inside me urges. See what it’s all about. This is what you’re
here for. Supposedly, anyway. To manage conflict and to stop this kind of
situation from flaring. So get inside there and do your job!


Unlocking
the door, I open it and burst inside. For a shocked moment, I take in the
tableau.


Margaret
is standing on one side of the entrance hall, one hand flung up. A couple of
yards away is Arthur. Was it my imagination, or did he have his fist raised? I
don’t know, because even as the door swings open, their postures change,
leaving me wondering if I’d imagined their actions entirely.


But
Margaret looks upset. She is breathing hard, her face tearful. Before I can say
a word, she turns and rushes away, her boots clattering up the elegant main
staircase.


Arthur
turns to me, his face set a wrathful expression that I have never seen before
on this carefully controlled man. It quickly vanishes as he regains control.


“I
need a word with you, in private, Ms. Close. Now!” he commands.


He’s
going to try to justify his actions, because he’d been about to strike his
wife. I saw it and I knew it.


Before
I can respond to Arthur’s snapped out request, my phone starts ringing, sharp
and loud. Taking a look at the caller ID, I see it is the media office’s
number.


This
is Grace Nolan, returning my call at the worst of all possible times.











Chapter THIRTEEN


 


 


I
turn my back on Arthur Nolan, with only a moment to see his astonishment at my
action, his face flushed with anger. Grabbing my phone, I rush to the nearest
private spot, which happens to be the drawing room, and is thankfully
unoccupied. Spinning around, I close the door, then swipe the call up as fast
as I can, worrying that it will ring through to voicemail and I’ll lose my
chance of speaking to Grace.


“Elise
Close,” I say quietly, moving away from the door. At least Arthur isn’t
following me.


“Grace
Nolan here. I’m returning  your call,” the woman on the other end of the line
says. She sounds a lot like her mother, although she would probably have been
angry at me for thinking that.


“I
was wondering if I can speak to you privately?” I ask.


“What
about? What do you want? Can you explain?” Grace sounds rushed, and she is
being barely polite. 


“It’s
in connection with your family,” I explain.


There
is a pause. Then, in a different voice, Grace replies. “What part of that,
exactly, do you want to talk about?”


No
harm in telling the truth. Someone had to, after all. “I’m a psychologist who’s
been hired to do family therapy and sort out some issues. Your name’s come up
several times. I’m interested to speak to you. I’d like to hear your side of
things.”


“My
side of things?” There is derisiveness in her voice. “You mean someone is
actually interested in that?”


“Yes.
I’m interested.”


“I
don’t want to speak to you if you’ve been speaking to my family. To be honest,
Ms. Close, I don’t trust you.”


I
take a quick breath and argue back. "Why's trust an issue? I thought you'd
cut off all ties with your family and that you were estranged from them. If
that's the case, then why should you be worried about giving me some
perspective?"


I
have no idea if this will have convinced Grace or not. When she speaks again,
she sounds cagey.


“Is
there any particular issue you want to discuss?”


“Yes.
Your relationship with the family, and why it went bad.”


“Isn’t
that obvious? I’m the rebel. Just a journalist.” Scorn drips from her voice.


“I
believe there might be more to it and I’d like to find out what it is,” I say.


She
sighs. “Okay, listen here. I go for a walk in Oaktree Park on Sunday mornings
at seven. You can come and join me. Don’t try anything, don’t bring anyone with
you, and don’t record anything.”


“Understood,”
I say.


Hanging
up, I feel a sense of achievement. Maybe now, some of the pieces of this
ever-complex puzzle will be filled in. But first, I need to see if Arthur Nolan
is still outside in the entrance hall.


As
I head back to the door, I find myself doubting he will be. That request to
‘talk’ was a knee-jerk reaction, offered so he could get his side in first. His
bitter fight with his wife must have suddenly flared, and I walked in at
exactly the wrong time.


But,
as I pass the antique table, shoving my phone back in my purse, the worst
happens. Clumsy and distracted, my sleeve catches the flower arrangement placed
there. Grabbing at it frantically, I am too slow to stop the entire arrangement
from toppling over.


The
vase hits the floor with a crash, smashing into fragments. Water spews across
the floor, flooding the tiles, the stream heading swiftly toward the deep blue
Persian carpet nearby. Flowers are strewn in all directions, and I bend over,
grabbing at stray flowers and porcelain shards, unable to stop the sense of
panic I feel.


The
child inside me is screaming that smashing things brings trouble, that any
smash means bad consequences.


As
I try to tidy them into a pile, the smell of the blossoms is sweet and intense.
The chunks of the vase are heavy in my hands, I can feel the patterns adding
texture to the exterior. It was expensive, that was for sure, and I’ve just
destroyed it.


I
clutch at another handful of flowers, doing my best to at least contain this
disaster before I call Eleanor.


It’s
then that I see a strange black item on one of the flowers, clipped to its
stem.


I
stare at it for a few moments in utter confusion before my brain catches up and
tells me what it is.


Shock
thrills through me as I examine the item more closely. It’s a small microphone,
with a battery charge port on it.


Someone
has planted a listening device in the flowers.


 


***


 


“Eleanor?
Eleanor?” I tap loudly on the wooden door.


By
the time I erupted from the drawing room, the entrance hall had been empty and
just as well. I was so thrown by this discovery that I had been in no condition
to speak to Arthur Nolan. After racing to the kitchen to report the breakage
and ask where the housekeeper was, I am now at the door to her basement room,
hoping she is in.


What
on earth is happening in this household? I knock again, urgently.


The
next moment, it’s flung open by Eleanor, looking just as stressed as I feel.


“What
is it, ma’am? Is there an emergency?” she asks. 


She
is dressed casually in faded jeans and a knit top. She isn’t on duty, and
perhaps that’s good. It might be easier to get the truth from her in this
situation.


“Please,
can we talk in private?” Before Eleanor can agree or not, I push past her and
close the door behind us.


“What
is it? What’s going on?” Her bedroom is far smaller than the Nolans’ palatial
rooms. The double bed is neatly made. On the shelf, a kettle is hissing,
getting ready to boil. The room smells fresh of lavender deodorant, a much more
attractive scent than the cloying perfume Margaret Nolan wears.


“I
knocked over a vase of flowers in the drawing room. It’s getting cleaned up,
but I found this inside it.”


I
hold up the microphone. I have turned it off after finding a tiny switch on the
underside. At least this conversation isn’t being recorded, as opposed to every
other conversation in that room. There are flowers all over the house. How many
vases have listening devices nestled inside them? And who put them there?


Not
Eleanor, that is clear. She is staring at the device with a look of confusion. 


“What
is that?” she asks.


“It’s
a microphone.”


“You
mean, like, a listening device?” 


“That’s
exactly what I mean.”


“In
the flowers?” Her voice peaks with incredulity. “I don’t believe it. How could
something like that be hidden away in the flowers? I remove those vases and
replace them every few days, and I’ve never seen anything like that inside.”


“Who
prepares the flowers?”


“I
do.” She looks worried.


“Did
anyone ask you, or tell you, to place such a device there?”


I
stare intently at Eleanor while asking that question. If she is lying, or has
been pressured to do it, I’m pretty sure that under stress, she’ll give out
some signals to clue me in.


She
doesn’t give out any signals. The only signs that I see are those of honest
puzzlement laced with a thread of unease.


“I
don’t understand. You mean, someone’s been using that device to eavesdrop on
conversations? In the drawing room?” 


“I
found one, and there may be others. I’m going to take a look now.”


Her
eyes widen. “What will we do if you find any?” 


At
least she’s saying ‘we’. That is important. Whatever her bond was with the
Nolans – since they clearly treated her like dirt, it was probably based more
on fear – right now, she is aligning with me.


We
are a team, for now. And that is a damned good question.


“I
think we should leave them where they are,” I decide reluctantly. Removing them
won’t give me any information. I will still be utterly in the dark about who
put them there. But whoever had put them in place will know that somebody is
onto them, and they will do their best to keep their head down.


Was
it the cop who planted these? I don’t think it was. How could Detective Burke
have done it?


“I’m
coming back on duty in half an hour, but I can start earlier,” Eleanor says.


Seeing
this arrangement was knocked over, I decided to keep this particular mic. It
might be useful at some stage. Maybe the person will think it just got thrown
away.


 “Tell
me, Eleanor, what is really going on here?” Lowering my voice, I ask the
important question.


“How
do you mean?” Eleanor hedges.


“I
think you know what I mean.”


Eleanor
sighs. “I can’t talk about the family. Because it will get back to them.
Somehow, it will get back to them, and they won’t take it well. You’re a highly
paid psychologist. I’m just a maid. Losing my job would be a disaster, and I
would never work again.”


She
means every word she says, and her tone gives me a wrench of fear.


There
are consequences for exposing this family. Eleanor is not willing to risk them.


The
stakes could be just as high for me, and I’m meeting an undercover cop
tomorrow.


“Okay,”
I agree. “I understand your circumstances. But if you ever feel that you’re
ready to talk about anything, I’ll listen. And I won’t mention your name,
ever.”


Despite
my heartfelt plea, Eleanor remains unconvinced. Honestly, I don’t blame her.
Someone put a bug in the flowers, and there are flowers all over the house, and
I would bet the farm that I’ll find at least a couple more.


Worry
uncoiling inside me, I go looking.


My
first stop is the entrance hall. I check those flowers carefully, looking
around to see if there is anyone watching. I find nothing, though. No listening
devices, embedded inside the arrangement.


How
about the flowers in the dining room?


That
is where I go next. The table is already set for dinner, with a starched white
cloth and the crystal glasses and the fine silverware. It doesn’t take me long
to find what I’m looking for. There it is, discreetly positioned, low down on
one of the inner stems, impossible to see unless you look for it.


I
rush upstairs, anxiety now surging, and head straight to the Nolans’ wing. I
need to look in the small study where I do my interviews. There is an oversized
flower arrangement there, too. My stomach clenches at the thought that my
privileged interviews have been overheard and recorded.


The
Nolans’ wing seems quiet, and I guess nobody’s in the rooms.  What will happen
at dinner? Will that fight have been shoved under the carpet, and everything be
“back to normal” again?


I
head into the small study that is my temporary therapy room, and feel in the
vase, my heart speeding up. The levels of stress I’m experiencing are off the
charts. Medication is not an option now, it is a necessity.


But
if I find a listening device in this vase, all the medication in the world will
not control the stress I will feel.


I
head to the vase, hands shaking, and start rummaging.


And
then, as my fingers part the cool blossoms, I hear a voice behind me. 


“Well,
good evening. I’m a little early. Is now a good time? What are you doing?”


Guiltily,
I spin around. 


Sophia
is standing there, watching me curiously. She’s seen me rummaging in the
flowers, and now, there’s no time to search further. If there is a mic in
there, that mic is going to record our whole damned conversation, along with
everything else it has already picked up.


Who
is listening, I wonder with a chill. And what will they hear now?











Chapter FOURTEEN


 


 


“Not
a problem at all that you’re early, Sophia.” I smile automatically, stress
peaking as I glance at the window. I can’t even suggest we take a walk outside
now. It is pitch dark, and rain is spattering the glass. Sleety rain. Nobody is
going outside now if there is an option to stay in.


We
are trapped in the room. Sophia, me, and the mystery flower arrangement
listener, if there is one.


“Shall
we sit down?” Remembering the protocol, better late than never, I feel tension
simmering inside me. The need for a tranquilizer is desperate, consuming my
mind, causing my thoughts to veer away from the topic at hand. 


I
need to focus on the topic at hand. The root of all the problems with Henry
might even now be sitting opposite me. Sophia looks cool and composed as she
sits herself down, crossing her legs. She is wearing bright blue jeans and a
top that looks shabby and comfortable. Shabby and comfortable stands out like a
sore thumb in the Nolan mansion. I wonder if Sophia is aware of that. Or if she
cares.


Maybe
she doesn’t. Even wearing understated clothing, she is remarkably beautiful.
There is an allure about her that I can see will draw people in. Part charisma,
part looks, part the essence of who she was.


She
has captured Henry’s heart, that is clear, even though his plans for her are
different than she realizes.


“Tell
me about Henry,” I say.


Sophia
quirks an eyebrow. “That’s a big subject,” she says. “Where shall we start?”


“I’d
like to know if you feel he’s changed over the past few months.”


“Changed?”
She frowns. “What do you mean by that? He met me. That would be a change in his
life. I didn’t cause it intentionally, but I guess I have done just by being
there.”


“Has
he become moodier? More introverted? Extroverted?”


Sophia
sighs. “I don’t really know how to answer that. Because you see, we’ve changed
together. As couples do. I hope we have a life where we’ll change together many
times over. That’s the secret to a good relationship and lasting love.” She
laughs quietly. “Listen to me. I’m telling the psychologist what she already
knows. I apologize.”


“There’s
no need for an apology. I’m glad you’re sharing your thoughts. Have you got any
worries about Henry? Anything about him you dislike, or you’d change if you
could?”


Sophia
is uneasy with this line of questioning. She’s frowning now.


“I
don’t think so,” she says.


“Do
you feel he’s hiding anything from you?”


Now,
she’s looking startled. I know I didn’t phrase that question as well as I could
have. I blame the situation, although I know it’s me at fault.


“Hiding?”
She sounds incredulous, but also worried.


I
warn myself that I need to tread carefully because the flowers may be
listening, too. I actually can’t afford for her to say the truth until I’ve
checked, so I quickly backtrack.


“What
I mean is this – do you think he’s holding any emotions back?”


She’s
still offended.


“I
really do not know why you want to speak about him like this. It’s as if you’re
waiting for me to spill something out to use against him. I feel as if you’re
pressuring me.”


“I
don’t mean to pressure you.” I pause. “Look, let’s pause this session. I’d like
to explore this again tomorrow, and maybe we can start afresh then.” It's been
a very short session, but right now, that's not a bad thing. 


“Okay,”
she says, sounding relieved as she stands up and walks out.


I
know now that Sophia gets defensive when she’s asked if Henry is hiding
anything from her. 


What
I don’t know yet is whether anyone is listening in. As soon as Sophia’s
footsteps have receded, I jump to my feet and rush over to the flower display.


I
check it carefully, feeling along all the stems, my heart in my throat.


There
is nothing.


To
my extreme relief, nobody has planted a mic in these flowers. Not yet, anyway,
but I will need to keep checking.


I
head back to the armchair and sag down in it, exhausted and overwhelmed by
everything that has happened today.


Therapy
is not easy. Empathy is draining. Trying to follow a person’s thought processes
and ask the right questions to guide the path forward is a necessary part of my
role, but it takes its toll. And now, my heart is banging at a frightening
rate. 


Luckily,
I have an antidote for that, because I remember the emergency stash in my
purse. I take out the blister pack, pour a glass of water, and take a huge,
grateful gulp of it, swallowing down two tablets.


Just
in time. The dinner gong is sounding. 


Cocktail
hour should be interesting, I think, stashing the remaining tablets back in my
purse, and heading quickly out.


With
so many fracture points, I wonder if the family’s structure will show signs of
crumbling.


 


***


 


“I’ve
always been a real lover of the Georgian architectural style. You know, one of
my favorite buildings in Boston is the Paul Revere House.”


Margaret
is speaking, seated to Arthur’s right, and if I hadn’t known there had almost
been a massive physical fight between them earlier, I would never have picked
it up.


Margaret
is being charm itself, although she is drinking at about double the speed she
did last night. The servers are kept busy refilling her wine glass.


Arthur,
smiling and genial, is wearing a casual-looking tweed jacket, a step down from
the formal attire of last night. I can’t help wondering if he has chosen it
especially for its more relaxed, disarming effect.


There
are a few guests. It seems that a weekend can’t go by without the Nolans
entertaining nonstop. Tonight, there are a couple of people who are politically
connected to Arthur. Two men, one woman, who are talking about the ‘good old
days’ when he was a senator, and the inevitable way things went to the dogs
after he left office.


Olivia
has a friend for dinner tonight, a dark haired woman who isn’t speaking much,
and her husband who is saying even less. Across the table, Sophia has her hand
intertwined with Henry’s, and is eloquently joining in the conversation. Ethan
has an argumentative tone to his voice as he joins in the various
conversations, and his trophy wife, as usual, is looking pretty and not saying
a word. Just like the flowers, although I can’t help feeling the flowers are
paying more attention to proceedings than she is.


The
mic is still planted in the sideboard flower arrangement. This dinnertime
conversation is all being recorded. I wonder how much of it such a small
microphone can pick up in such a large dining room. Even though somebody is
trying, I can’t think they are getting much, because nothing of consequence is
getting said. I’m eating in silence myself, listening rather than speaking.


It’s
all passing by in a blur. 


The
soup course is set down and removed. Vaguely, I take in the taste of asparagus,
herbal and delicious but forgotten as soon as the plate was whisked away.


I
was unable to resist the champagne aperitif. Before I could stop myself, I’d
had the glass in my hand. Now, I am trying, with an iron effort of will, to
resist the wine. I must not. Enough is enough. I might have developed a
tolerance for the tablets, but alcohol amplifies their effect. I know if I’d
had the chance to speak to my own psychologist earlier, he would have talked
some sense into me and warned me off.


As
it was, I have to give that talk to myself.


“You can’t do this, you can’t. It is not going to
work. You have to stay alert. Your career is at stake.” Over and over, like a mantra.


The
main course is set down. Some kind of rolled chicken dish, with layers of
mousse separating the white meat, drizzled with gravy and with a neat, formed
pile of savory rice on the side. I pick up my fork, ready to prod at it, aware
that tonight, I have no appetite.


“Tell
me.” The voice at my elbow startles me, and I turn abruptly to face the
speaker, my fork jingling down onto the plate.


It’s
Henry. He’s gotten up from his seat and is now standing at my elbow. There is
something confrontational in his demeanor. “Are you having fun trying to pry
the family secrets out of all of us? Because that’s what I feel you’ve been
doing. This isn’t therapy. This is just – just some kind of espionage!” he
blurts out.


The
words are accompanied by a blast of alcohol breath, sweet and stinking of the
crème de cassis in the champagne cocktails from earlier. He’s overindulged. His
breath is reeking, but his instincts are spot on.


His
words cause a commotion.


Margaret
leaps to her feet, her face taut and her voice sharp.


“You
will sit back down and apologize, now, for what you said! You have no right to
speak to a guest that way under my roof.”


“Funny,”
Henry spits out, turning to her. “I would say it’s our roof. Seeing as
how we’re all being so strongly pressured to stay here and never leave.”


“If
you are using Dr. Close’s presence as a reason to manipulate your parents, you
are acting very unwisely,” Margaret lashes out, nearly knocking over her
wineglass as she gestures toward me. She is furious. I’m not sure whether it’s
from repressed emotion, or simple anger that she’s been outed by her son.


“You
explain why she’s here, then. You explain it.” Henry turns to face his mother.


“I
told you. She’s helping me through a few problems.” Margaret’s tone is like
steel. “This is not the time or the place for this behavior. We are at dinner!”


“And
when is the right time and place for it, then? When? Because there’s always
something going on.” Henry’s voice is a mocking singsong as the assembled
guests gape at him. “If it’s not dinner, it’s breakfast. If it’s not breakfast,
it’s lunch. Or maybe that stupid morning tea you always have. If it’s not that,
then it’s that you’re heading out somewhere, or that you’re busy preparing for
something. You’ve never, ever had time for us. Ever! All your life has been
spent working on your image. You’ve never had time for what’s important!”


“You’re
wrong.” Margaret’s face is sheet white, her lips trembling as she replies.
“You’re so wrong. I love all my children above all else!”


“Then
why is she spying on us? I know she is. I have proof!” His finger jabs in my
direction, and his voice is accusatory. His gaze feels like a laser. 


I
wonder if Sophia told him what I asked her earlier, and that has caused his
overreaction. I think Sophia wants me out of here, and I know Henry does, too.


I
have no idea what to say in response. Does he know about the mics in the
flowers and think I put them there? The problem is that he is publicly accusing
me of something that is actually true, and which can damage my reputation badly
if the other guests misinterpret it.


I
have to do immediate damage control.


“We
seem to be having a breakthrough,” I say to the guests calmly, clamping my
hands onto the table so that nobody will see how they are shaking. “Perhaps
this is best discussed in private?”


“In
private?” Henry’s face is flushed, he’s refusing to back down. “That’s a weak
evasion!”


“In
private!” The words boom out from the head of the table. Arthur is on his feet,
his face deeply flushed, looking more angry and unsettled than I’ve ever seen
him. The smooth veneer has vanished. “Not now! This is totally out of line! Sit
down, Henry. You do not want to take this further. There will be consequences.”
I can hear the threat in the words.


“Sit
down?” Henry mocks his father’s tone, but I can see he’s not going to dare to
take it any further. “You think I’m going to sit now? I don’t think so. This is
all a – a travesty!”


He
turns and marches out of the dining room.


In
the shocked silence that follows, the scrape of Sophia’s chair sounds very
loud. She climbs to her feet, glancing apologetically at the table.


“I’m
so sorry,” she says quietly. “It’s been a very stressful day, and I’d like to
apologize. I must excuse myself.”


After
one more look at the silent throng, she turns and hurries out.


I
so badly want to leave, too. But it will look bad. I don’t know how I’m going
to make it through dinner after this blowup, but I have to try.


“I’m
so sorry about this,” I say, looking around the table and trying to meet
everyone’s gaze. “This is not unusual for a family therapy project. Confronting
feelings can mean that people lash out. Sometimes, it ends up being at the
wrong targets.”


“That
may be.” Arthur’s voice is inexorable. “But even so, I don’t feel that your
presence is welcome at this table any longer tonight, Doctor Close.”


There
is a shocked silence. Out of the corner of her eye, I see Margaret nodding
supportively. The psychologist needs to leave the room, or else their other
guests will start wondering about these family problems.


Playing
along, even though I’ve never felt more uncertain in my life, I stand up.


“I
agree,” I say. “This is not the time and the place. Enjoy the rest of your
dinner, and we’ll start again tomorrow.”


The
silence persists as I head to the door. A few muted voices sound from behind me
as I walk down the corridor.


I
have just been banished, by the family patriarch, from the dinner table. 


But
I realize with every challenge, comes an opportunity. Arthur’s obsession with
reputation means that he won’t budge from the dining room until everyone has
finished. Nobody else, in this climate, will dare to leave.


That
means I have an undisturbed hour, and I know where I’m going to spend it.











Chapter FIFTEEN


 


 


The
only person I risk running into is Henry, I think, as I rush down the corridor.
He, hopefully, will be hunkered down with Sophia after that outburst, licking
his wounds and planning his next step.


I
hear no sounds as I veer into the other wing, now walking quietly through the
house to where the Nolan patriarch has his secret, out-of-bounds study. 


What
happens to people who pry into the Nolans’ secrets? Ethan’s threat resonates in
my mind again, but maybe it’s because of that threat that I am even more
determined to find out.


The
corridor is very quiet. Heading up to the study door, I pause for only a moment
before opening it. The smell of cigar smoke, even stronger and fresher than
last time, wafts out again. 


Heading
inside, I close the door and snap on the light. There are no flower
arrangements in this office. No traditional hiding places for one of the hidden
mics, but there could be one positioned somewhere else. I will have to be very
quiet, just in case, especially since I don’t know what I’m looking for. 


Whatever
it is, it matters a lot. That’s why the study is strictly out of bounds.
Problem is, it’s a big study. There are a lot of drawers and filing cabinets
and shelves. It will take me hours to look through them all, and I don’t have
hours. Chances are that ninety percent of what is in here is innocent, and it’s
the ten percent I need to dig out.


Where
the hell is it? I stare around, feeling the pressure of time bear down.


What
does out of bounds actually mean, though? Anyone could walk in here. I did that
exactly that once, already. A man with a seriously important secret to keep
wouldn’t just tell people not to come in. He would also lock things away. So it
must be somewhere that is locked.


That
narrows it down.


Keeping
things methodical, I walk around the room, testing. The cabinet drawers open
smoothly when I tug on them. There is nothing inside that looks suspicious or
out of place. Personal folders, mostly, all neatly labeled. There are folders
on all his properties, vacation homes, IRS returns, files for the garden
service and the pool maintenance and the vehicles.


I
close the drawers and move on. 


How
about the cupboard?


That
also opens, and there are no locked compartments inside that I can see. It is
full of folders that look much older.


What
about this small cabinet here? Nope, that’s unlocked, too.


A
thought occurs to me. Maybe I am looking too far afield, and Arthur is somebody
who likes to keep his secrets close by. Just the same as he does with his
family. As in, within arm’s reach.


I
circle back to the desk. The large, polished wood desk has two drawers set into
it, on the right hand side.


Tugging
at the handle, I discover it won’t yield. Both drawers are firmly locked.


If
there are secrets in this office, then this is where they must be. Now, how to
get inside? He must have a key hidden away.


Hopefully
not in his pocket. That would stymie me. Where would he keep the key to a
secret drawer that was just inches away from his hand, and which he might want
to open at any time, seeing it was right there in his desk?


Hidden
in the chair?


I
feel along the chair cushion, then lower my hands and feel underneath, running
my fingers all around the edges. Nothing there. The chair is the obvious place.
Sit down, reach for the key, open the secret drawer. But it isn’t there. It’s
not his hiding place.


I
get up, check under the decanters and glasses, and the drinks tray itself.
Check the base of the small statuette on the window sill, check the sill, even
rattle the blinds. If he has the key stashed away at the bottom of one of the
files, I have a long job ahead of me. 


Perhaps
using logic could shorten up that job? It must be a key that locks away
important secrets. But they are right there in the desk drawer. Therefore, if
the key is hidden at the bottom of one of the hanging files in the cabinet,
that file would look well used. 


I
open the cabinet again, this time looking with fresh eyes and a different
approach. I try to put myself directly in Arthur Nolan’s shoes – his handmade
leather dress shoes so highly polished he could see his face in them if he
tried. I try to put myself in his arrogant mindset. He’s banned everyone from
his office, even the staff. He keeps his secrets close by. Maybe from time to
time he accesses that drawer.


Look
for the most used hanging file. That’ll be the one where his hand goes.


It
is obvious, stretched a little wider than the others, the files naturally
falling open there. It is labeled, “Sundry Tax Items.’


Boring,
forgettable, ordinary name. Why would Sundry Tax Items need to be accessed so
much more often than anything else?


I
slip my hand inside, between the cool layers of cardboard, feeling a few papers
rustle under my fingers.


And
there, at the bottom of the hanging file, I find it. A small, metallic object
nestled at the bottom. Drawing it out, I feel a sense of triumph that I know is
premature, because I know nothing yet. But at least I’ve managed to track his
steps this far, and that means I’m on the hunt.


I
return to the desk, breathless with anticipation now, but knowing the clock is
ticking. When I first walked in, I was sure that Arthur Nolan would be
presiding over dinner, his presence at the table a reminder to the guests that
everything was fine. Now, I’m not so sure. If he’s a man with guilty secrets,
he might just be coming up here to check they’re still locked away.


Or
else his wife would, that devoted wife, who he nearly punched this morning.
Yes, that perfect wife, in their perfect marriage, so flawlessly presented to
the world. Maybe Margaret is going to make a smiling excuse, and slip away.


At
any rate, I need to work fast.


I
slip the key into the lock and it turns smoothly, like it does this all the
time. Not the unwilling, rusty movement of a lock that’s never used. I pull the
drawer open. Ditto. It slides out easily and the first thing that confronts me
is wads of cash, packed into that drawer as if they were puzzle pieces
especially fitted there.


I
catch my breath. This is a ton of cash. Hundred dollar bills, neatly arranged
into wads, each with one elastic band placed around their exact center. How
many bills are in each wad? I’m guessing a hundred per stack, and the whole
drawer is filled with them. Counted out and stashed away in here. Ten thousand
dollars at a time, easy to remove, pre-counted.


There
might be other explanations for the presence of all this cash, nice, innocent
explanations. But I’m sure I’m looking at cash that has been obtained by
illicit means, and my feeling is that it’s bribe money. Both coming in and
going out. This is what it’s used for, and it would explain the disappearing
story of the chemical tanker and the abrupt behavior of the nature reserve
owner and the lack of a police investigation, and a lot else besides.


I
can’t help imagining Arthur Nolan, opening his drawer with that arrogant smile
on his face, and counting out the stacks, weighing them in his hand, deciding
what each person is worth. What their price is. What he has estimated they’ll
be willing to accept.


This
is pocket change to him, and in this drawer is more cash than I’ll make in five
years, even with a full book of clients at my current high rates. 


It’s
intimidating. Chilling. This is get-what-you-want money, right here.


I
check, but there’s nothing in that drawer except for the cash. So I take a few
shots of the drawer’s contents with my phone camera, just in case. Then I close
it, and go on to the second drawer.


The
first thing I see, nestled at the front of the drawer, is an empty hypodermic
needle. 


There
is a trace of dark blood on the tip. It’s been used, and the sight of it makes
my own blood curdle. I have no idea what it could have contained.


Arthur,
a secret drug user? He hasn’t struck me as the type at all. Something else,
then? But what? I am reminded again about the threat of breaking the rules in
this house.


That
needle is deeply disturbing, and it’s triggering scenarios in my mind that are
terrifying me. 


But
knowing time is short, I force myself to look past it and continue hunting.


In
here are more files, made of that same soft, finely crafted leather that’s a
pleasure to touch. Just like the files that are strewn over the desk, except
these ones are locked away. What’s in them?


One
label catches my eye immediately. Clearwater Haven.


It’s
the name of the nature reserve where the chemical tanker crashed.


This
drawer is for problems that have been sorted out. And the space is packed full
of them. There are more than twenty files in here. 


There’s
no way I can record or photograph everything in this drawer, there’s simply too
much of it. But I can do as much as possible, starting with the contents of the
Clearwater file.


Working
fast, I sit down in the chair, feeling the edge of the cushion slightly
squashed where Arthur Nolan’s butt has rested while he smokes his cigars and
packages up his cash, like the king in the nursery rhyme Four and Twenty
Blackbirds.


"The king was in the counting-house, counting out
his money…"


I
open the folder. There isn’t time to read everything, so working feverishly, I
start to photograph page after page, flipping the pages as I go. They’re all
different, some are handwritten notes, others are copies of emails, and there
are also a few printouts of media articles. Flip, photograph, flip, photograph.
I get into a rhythm. It goes faster than I expect, and before I know it, the
file is done. I move on to the next one. Same thing. This one is entitled
“Codex” and I have no idea what Codex is. It's a thicker file. Maybe this one
was more difficult to bury. As I photograph, I catch a glimpse of the dates.
They’re older. These dates are from a few years ago, and it hits me with
another chill.


These
are from the time when Arthur Nolan was a senator. What the hell was he up to?


I
manage to get through that file completely, but panic is churning inside me
now, a level of anxiety that the tranquilizers can’t touch. If I’m found in
here now, I am finished. 


But
I want to know the titles of the folders at least, so I take everyone out of
the drawer, hoping I can put them back in the same order I removed them, and I
snap away at their titles. I manage to get them all. Some of them are familiar,
they're place names or business names that ring a bell. Thinking again of the
four and twenty blackbirds rhyme, which is now stuck in my head, I realize that
Senator Nolan had his greasy fingers in many little pies.


As
I work, all I can think of is him excusing himself from the table and heading
in the direction of the suite. My mind is clouded with fear.


The
second last folder is called Anaheim, and the very last one is called
Birchwaters. With my hands shaking, hoping that I’m managing to get everything
back in the correct order, or else that he won’t notice if I’ve made a mistake,
I replace the files. 


Time
is running out. I feel it, even though I’ve been working so fast I haven’t had
a chance to check the time. They must be on brandy and cigars by now. Maybe the
guests were embarrassed by that outburst, and are leaving early?


I
replace the last of the folders and I lock the drawer. As I get up, I drop the
key. It jingles down onto the floor and I fall to my knees, limbs trembling,
hand outstretched. What if it’s lost, what if the time I spent looking for it
is the time it takes for him to come walking back?


My
fingers close around the key and I scramble to my feet and hustle over to the
cabinet, and drop it back in its folder. I try to rearrange the folder just so,
so that it doesn’t look as if it’s just been opened. Sometimes the smallest
details can get subconscious alarm bells ringing.


Was
that a noise outside?


I
freeze, coldness filling me, but it doesn’t come again. Maybe just something in
the house settling, a pipe contracting, or a joist adjusting.


Pushing
the folder closed, I leave the room, my legs shaking.


What
I have could take Arthur Nolan down. Or it could take me down. 


I’m
going to have to keep my phone hidden because I can’t risk letting anyone else
see it, not with what’s on here. As soon as I can, I must back it up.


And
from now on, my bedroom door is staying locked.


I
rush back into my bedroom. Close the door and turn the key and collapse onto
the bed with a sigh. The room doesn’t feel like a safe haven. Nothing in this
house does anymore. 


I
won't sleep without tablets. No way. Adrenaline is still flaring inside me, and
I feel capable of going the whole night without even blinking.


Quickly,
I back the photographs up to the cloud. I think of calling my shrink, but I
decide not to. Not that I don’t need his advice. I am desperate for his advice.


But
I don’t want to make a call in this house, because I don’t know who’ll be
listening.


I
take out a sleeping pill, and then I change my mind, weaken, and have two. I
need two. If there was ever a time in my life when taking these two is
justified, it’s now. 


Tomorrow,
I have two important meetings. One with the plainclothes cop, Detective Burke,
and one with Grace Nolan.


I
hope I can get out of the house, and get to these meetings, after the debacle
at dinner.


I
am dreading what the morning will bring.











Chapter SIXTEEN


 


 


The
alarm rips me from sleep, shrilling into my ear as I grope muzzily for my phone
on the nightstand. Why is this going off so early?


Drugged
by sleep, I nearly mute it and turn over. That’s how exhausted my body feels.


Then,
I remember that I set it for a reason. I have a meeting to go to. Grace Nolan
might talk, if I can get things right.


But
as I struggle into a sitting position, the first thing I notice is that rain is
spattering the window. The weather’s not cooperating. It’s a grim, wet,
blustery day and I have no idea if Grace Nolan will be at the park, ready to
walk, or if she’ll abandon the idea.


I
don't have a cellphone number or any way of getting hold of her. I'm going to
have to go out and trust she'll be there, and if she's not, we're back to
square one and I have to make a new arrangement.


Hopefully
she’ll be there.


I
stagger out of bed and pull on my clothes, dragging a brush through my hair. No
point in even the lightest of makeup, it’ll get washed straight off again in
this downpour and leave me looking like a raccoon.


I
have luckily packed one waterproof item. When I planned this trip, I did not
think my agenda would involve secret, information-gathering walks in rainy
parks. I was really expecting sessions in a quiet, sheltered office space,
assessing the family dynamics. 


I
put on the dull gray windbreaker, which has never been one of my favorite items
but which will, at least, keep the rain off. I lace up my boots, and put my
phone in my pocket, and leave the room, locking the door.


Heading
downstairs, there isn’t a soul to be seen. It must have been a successful
dinner. Everyone’s still sleeping in, although there’s activity coming from the
kitchen. I don’t go in there now, because I need to get to the park.


It’s
amazing how suddenly I’ve gone from feeling like a necessary, if slightly
unwanted, guest, to feeling like an intruder that shouldn’t be here at all.
Snooping in someone’s drawers and finding evidence of criminal cover-ups will
do that to a person.


I
head to the car and get in. If the weather was better, I’d strongly consider
walking, but I’m not going to do that in this rain. I start up the powerful SUV
and it purrs down the drive, its heavy wheels splashing into the puddles.


The
gate swings open and I'm free, heading out on this gray, grim Sunday morning. I
have no idea if I'll be welcome when I come back or what will happen later this
morning. 


As
I drive, I check the map route, which leads me unerringly to a rain-soaked
park. It's large, stretching over a good few acres, with a low wooden fence
surrounding it, and a few scenic oak trees.


I
stop the car by the side of the road and head toward the park’s entrance,
wondering if Grace will be here. The rain spatters down on the hood of my
windbreaker. I stuff my hands in my pockets, feeling the shape of my phone.


Then,
I see her. At any rate, I hope it’s her. There aren’t many people who are mad
enough to be out walking in this horrible weather, but there’s a woman who
looks in her mid-twenties, striding toward me. She is one hundred percent
shabby chic, and zero percent ostentatious, that I see immediately. Her solid
boots are scuffed, her jeans look a few years old and fit her slim frame
perfectly, and like Sophia, her jacket could have come from a thrift store.


She
has her father’s coloring. Dark. Her eyes stare at me piercingly. Inside the
hood of her jacket, her face is framed by short, deep brown hair.


“Grace?”
I ask. 


She
nods. “Let’s walk,” she says.


I
fall in step beside her, and for a few minutes, that's all we do. Just squelch
along the track, which winds its way around the outside of the park and is
probably a couple of miles long. At some stage, we're going to need to have a
conversation, but for now, I'm just walking and waiting for her to open up.


“What
are you doing with the family?” she asks eventually.


“I’m
counseling them,” I reply. She snorts. 


“Whose
idea was that?”


“Your
mother’s.”


“She
has her own therapist. Maybe you’ve met him?”


“I
haven’t,” I say. This is interesting. I remember one of the family alluded to
it – was it Ethan? And Grace knows, too.


“His
name’s Dr. Bellair. He has a great reputation. A leader in his field. Why
didn’t she bring him in?”


“Maybe
she wanted a fresh approach. I don’t know. Perhaps she wanted someone here
full-time, and he wasn't able to do that,” I say. 


Her
statement has sown doubt, though. Why didn’t Margaret use him? He’d have
history – of her, at least.


“Why
are you so estranged from the family?” I then ask.


“Why
do you think?” she retorts. 


“You
rebelled and became a journalist?” I question, but she shakes her head
scornfully. Perhaps she feels she’s left her family behind, but I can see
traces of the trademark arrogance have lingered. I wonder if she’d be mad at me
if I told her. I won’t of course. I’m here to get information, not make her
angry.


“That’s
not the reason. That’s way too simplistic.”


“So,
what’s the complex truth then?”


Now
she throws me a sideways glance, as if she might be appreciating this battle of
words. 


“The
complex truth? Long and the short of it, it’s how the Nolans destroy anyone who
stands against them. And I mean anyone.”


Now,
the anger has left her voice, and I can hear sadness.


The
rain patters down, and we keep walking, and I think about what to ask next, and
how to get further into the puzzle of her mind.


“You’re
talking about someone specific?” I ask, and she nods. “Why aren’t you willing
to say more?”


“Why
should I trust you?” she asks. Fair question, and one that I need to come up
with an answer to, fast. Why should she trust me? I can’t voice the words for a
moment as my brain struggles to justify this important point.


“I’m
not their friend,” I say, and she snorts. 


“You’ll
need to do better than that. Money can make anyone a friend.” She’s speaking
really low, doing no more than mutter the words. I guess she doesn’t know if I
am trying to record this. If I was, it would be very difficult, with the noise
of the rain and the way she’s mumbling. But I’m not.


"I've
been getting into trouble with the family myself," I say. "I'm
running into difficulties. They don't trust me, and I don't trust them. Last
night, we had a flare-up, and Henry got mad. I was asked to leave the dinner
table. So right now, I don't even know what the situation is. I know they have
secrets, but I don’t have a clue what they are.”


My
turn to hope she wasn’t recording anything, either. 


Was
this enough? Was she going to tell me? Maybe I needed to do more.


“I
was hired to find out why Henry is behaving strangely,” I confess. Now, if
she’s not really estranged, I am going to be the Nolans’ enemy forever. “I
found out that there’s a cover-up involving his company, Nolan’s Industrial
Logistics. There was a tanker accident a couple of years ago that killed two
people and caused widespread pollution. I tried to find out more about it, but
there’s nothing to be found. Somehow it’s been buried. Not quite erased, but
almost.”


I
stare at her, to find she’s staring at me, this time, with renewed interest.
She figures I am on her side now, and that I wouldn’t be saying this to her, or
even digging, if I had any interest in staying on the Nolans’ right side.


I
actually do have an interest in doing that, because I don’t want to be
destroyed. But it may be too late for that.


She
lets out a breath. “Does the word Birchwaters mean anything to you?”


That
jolts me, because it does. It was one of the files in the secret drawer that I
looked at last night. It was the last of the labels I photographed, which is
why the word has stuck in my mind.


“Yes,”
I say. “That does mean something. The word is familiar. I don’t know any more
though.”


“Maybe
you should go and research it, because that’s what I’ve been doing,” Grace
says. Her tone exudes bitterness.


“Why?”
I ask. “Why’s that important to you?”


I
think about how much information there might be in that folder, which I didn't
photograph because I didn't have time. Everything Grace needs could be right
there, inside.


“It’s
important to me because it shows how far my father will go in destroying the
people he needs to. He will literally go to any lengths.” She sounds fierce
now. There is a scary note in her voice. She’s mad and she’s furious and she’s
devastated. “I’m building evidence against him. I know what he’s been doing.
It’s slow, but I’m getting there. Step by step, or rather, scrap by scrap, I’m
getting what I need. I’m going to take him down for everything, but especially
for Birchwaters.”


She
sounds murderously angry, and I wonder if Arthur Nolan has met his match here,
in terms of dishing out retribution.


“Who’s
helping you?” I ask. I’m thinking of people ancillary to the household who
might be doing work for her. One of the maids, a family friend? If so, they
might be able to help me, too.


“What
makes you think I have help anymore?” she flashes back, and I can see that even
if she does have anyone digging on her behalf, she’s not going to breathe a
word about it. 


I
think of the mics, hidden away in the flower arrangements. Is that her work?
Maybe she has a visitor who plants them? Excuse the pun.


“Are
you able to overhear anything that happens in the house?” I ask, looking at her
carefully. If she put them there, she’ll know what I’m talking about.


It
seems not, though.


“I
wish I was,” she says. “It would be helpful. But mainly, it’s the past I’m
digging into.”


That
confirms to me that she doesn’t know about the mics. Her main focus is on past
transgressions. That still leaves the burning question of who is listening in
at the present time, but Grace clearly doesn’t know who it was so I have to put
that thought aside for now.


“Okay,
so let’s say you’re doing this on your own. Why’s it so important to you?” I
ask.


“I
can overlook everything that he’s done if I try hard enough and shut it out of
my mind. But not that. I cannot, ever, let this go. He’s going to pay for it,
if I takes everything I have.” Her voice is impassioned. “What he did here – it
makes me hate him so badly that I want to take out every one of his
contaminated genes. Just rip them right out of my body. I can’t bear to share
anything with him, to think I came from him. Sometimes, the only way I can
sleep at night is by imagining that my mother had an affair and that I do not
have a shred of anything in common with that selfish, greedy, depraved, mur-”
She stops mid-word.


But
I can guess what that word is, and it is as chilling as the rain that is now
coming at us from the front, blasting the hood of my jacket back and drenching
my hair.


Murder.


Was
she serious?


“You
think he went that far?” I ask.


“I
know he did. And I – I feel responsible for it.”


“I’m
sorry. I can see that you are deeply affected by this.”


“I
won’t give up. I have to do it slowly. The company I work for won’t touch a
story that paints Arthur Nolan in a bad light. Ironic, hey? Even if I present
it to them on a plate, I doubt they’ll publish it. They’re too afraid of the
consequences. But that’s okay, because by the time it’s ready for them, there
will be other people involved. I’ll have enough.”


She
sounds sure about what she is doing, but I’m still not sure if this attitude is
based on bravado or reality. Clearly she knows a lot more than she’s willing to
tell me.


“How
can I get hold of you if I need to?” I ask. “Could you give me your cellphone
number?”


I
want to tell her about that secret stash of folders, but I can’t. Does she know
about it? Maybe not. There might be many reasons why she hasn’t seen it yet. 


“I
guess so,” she says.


We
stop, standing in the rain. The park is all but deserted. The only people I can
see hurrying along, on the side roads, are people who don’t look as if they’re
walking for pleasure. Faces lowered, heads covered, they’re scurrying through
the weather to get somewhere, fast.


It’s
actually the perfect day to meet with the Nolans’ estranged daughter, in a
community where word might get back to them if they saw me here. Maybe I should
be thankful it turned out this way.


We
exchange cellphone numbers.


“How
far are you with this research? With the stories?” I ask, hoping for more
insight, but she gives me a grim shake of her head. 


“I
can’t tell you anything more. Just keep what I said in mind.”


“I’m
glad I met you,” I say honestly, feeling that it’s needed. “And I admire you
for what you are doing. You’re brave.”


"I'm
either that or mad," she admits, her demeanor softening. “Because if they
find out, they’ll crush me. Just like that. So please, say nothing. Don’t
mention me, and don’t mention what I told you.”


“I
won’t,” I promise. Now, I can’t wait to get back home and find out exactly what
I can dig up on Birchwaters.


What
is it? Will I find an obvious connection with Arthur Nolan?


Striding
through the rain, I replay in my mind what she’s said. 


And
there’s a connection to be made, just one word she spoke, that helps me
understand the situation better.


Grace
Nolan had said, “What makes you think I have help anymore?”


So,
now I’m piecing together that she’d had help, and Arthur Nolan might have
destroyed her source.


Did
he go as far as murder?











Chapter SEVENTEEN


 


 


I
get back to the house and park the car under the shelter, hurrying inside with
the information I've learned whirling around in my mind. Smells infuse my nose
as soon as the door opens. Cooking bacon, sausages, mushrooms. There’s a Sunday
fry-up under way.


Yesterday
I barely ate. My chemical hangover was an effective appetite suppressant. This
morning, I know I need food. My body is hungry, even though the discussion in
the rain has curbed my appetite. 


I
never knew the extent of what went on in this house, and I still don’t
understand it. Nor do I understand what I’m really doing here. What if they
have ulterior motives for me, and I am actually part of Margaret Nolan’s
complicated plans?


I
head to the breakfast room. Might as well find out my fate.


But
there’s nobody there. No table laid, no silver platters of food. Just the
furniture, and a coldness in the air, and a maid, sweeping the floor.


“Is
breakfast here?” I ask, confused.


“No,
ma’am,” she replies. “It’s in the dining room.”


“In
the dining room?”


“It’s
a rainy day,” she replies with a smile. “When this room’s not sunny, it’s too
cold.”


That
makes sense. As I head to the door, I’m thinking again of Grace’s allies, and
who might have been her helper and informant here. 


“Have
you worked here long?” I ask the maid.


She
nods. “Three years, ma’am.”


“Did
you replace anyone who left?” I ask, that timing raising red flags. 


“I
replaced Mrs. Price, who retired,” she says. 


“Anyone
else leave at the same time for any reason?” I ask, not sure how to phrase the
question ‘Did your boss murder one of your colleagues’ in a way that wouldn’t
cause alarm. 


She
shakes her head. "The others have all been here longer than I have.
There's part-time help when things get busy."


“You’re
doing a great job,” I say, the inane words hopefully taking away any suspicion
from the conversation, because I don’t want her reporting back to her employer.
She smiles thanks, and I leave.


So
I’m none the wiser. A servant retiring doesn’t sound like they were destroyed
by Arthur Nolan. If I can find out more about Birchwaters, maybe I’ll have
answers. Right now, though, I head for the dining room.


Margaret
Nolan is there. She’s looking worse than how I felt yesterday morning. She’s
sickly pale, and looks like she’s about to retch, and she has a fat free yogurt
in front of her that she’s dipping the tip of the spoon into as if trying hard
not to disturb the surface. Her hand is shaking visibly.


She
drank a lot too much last night. Now I think about it, she was tanking back the
wine while I was at the table. If that intake increased after I left, then no
wonder her stomach’s churning.


She
looks up and meets my eyes, and I immediately offer her a polite, “Good
morning.” Whatever happens, I might as well conduct myself in a mannerly,
professional way. Not that I’ve been very professional, digging through her
husband’s secret files, but needs must.


“I’m
sorry about last night,” she says immediately, which disarms me. It’s always
good to get an apology, even if it’s the precursor to something else.


“It
was an unfortunate situation,” I agree.


“Arthur
and I had a – a minor disagreement earlier, which you might have picked up on,”
she says.


Had
I picked up that her husband was about to hit her? Yes, if that was her
definition of the action, then I had. I simply nod as she continues. 


“You
can see how sensitive Henry is acting. He would never have blown up like that
in the past. I’m glad you saw his behavior last night,” she says in a low
voice. 


Only
me and the flower arrangement to hear her, I think cynically, glancing at the
blooms and wondering who’s listening in on that hidden mic.


“It’s
definitely given me some insight,” I agree, all brisk professionalism, sticking
to my lane, and hopefully giving the flowers no clue. “Although it was tense,
I’m glad that I was able to see his reaction. We can hopefully discuss it
later. Will he have time for a session today? I could even speak to him and
Sophia jointly?”


Anything
to get them in front of me again and try to work on them even harder.


Margaret
brightens at the thought of me doing couple’s therapy on the happy betrothed. 


“I’ll
ask him now,” she says, taking out her phone and sending a text, before
returning to poking her yogurt with the edge of her spoon.


Meanwhile,
I head over to the food display and take a spoonful of scrambled eggs, a piece
of toast, and a couple of grilled tomatoes. The food all looks good, freshly
made and tasty. This morning, I have cream in my coffee.


I
slice the toast with my knife and pile some egg on it. In this house at this
time, I can see the virtues of eating fast because you don't know when
something's going to happen to spoil your appetite. With that in mind, I focus
on my food, trying to get as much egg and toast inside me as I can before the
next bombshell hits. 


I’ve
finished my plate, and Margaret is still toying with her uneaten yogurt, by the
time Ethan walks in.


He
gives me a long, meaningful look before heading over to the coffee jug. He’s
dressed for a day at the office, even though it’s Sunday. Suit and tie, gold
cufflinks, hair slicked back. If he wasn’t actually carrying a briefcase, I
might have wondered if he was heading to church.


Since
he lives nearby, I’m guessing he’s come in for the Sunday spread. Maybe his own
housekeeper doesn’t do such a massive fry-up.


Or
else, maybe his dad asked him to come round to discuss a few things. Either’s
possible.


“Morning,
Ethan,” I say.


“Why
did you cause trouble last night?” he replies, without even as much as a hello.
He’s showing me what camp he’s in – a different one than I’m in, that’s for
sure. “I thought your job as a doc was to sort these things out?” he taunts.


I’m
glad I finished my food before he got here, because his attitude is nauseating.



“These
things are inevitable,” I say in my best shrink’s voice. “When people confront
feelings, or even look at things differently, it can cause friction.”


“Really?”
he asks, now with a deliberately bored tone in his voice. He was hoping to bait
me, and the fact that I answered calmly rather than getting upset has caused
him to immediately lose interest. He heads to the sideboard, piling sausages
and bacon onto his plate. 


There’s
no sign of Arthur yet, but it’s clear that my position in the house is as it
was. I haven’t been fired, or I’d know by now. I wonder if Margaret and Arthur
had a fight last night, after all the company had left, or if Margaret was too
drunk to argue.


I
don’t trust her anymore. I might feel sorry for her, but I don’t trust her.


Everyone
in this house is under the influence of Arthur Nolan, and I’m not yet sure
where that has led them all.


I
drain my coffee and excuse myself politely. Margaret nods. She’s given up the
battle with the yogurt and is now staring into her cup of black coffee as if it
were a wishing well. I wonder what she’d wish for if she could.


Heading
out, I go upstairs and back to my bedroom. I check the time, seeing with a jolt
that it's already half past nine. I need to get going because I don't want to
be late for Detective Burke.


It’s
ironic that I’ve got information on my phone which would have his cop’s
instincts salivating – if he doesn’t already know about it. Maybe he does, and
this is what he’s probing. 


And
it’s even sadder that I have not yet had the chance to open up my laptop and
find out what Birchwaters really means, or if I can make sense of it. That’s
the first thing I’ll do when I get back.


Low
level anxiety is surging. Well, in this household at this time, who can blame
me? But I kept a good lid on it yesterday, and I did not overmedicate. I'm
proud of myself for that.


I
reward myself by opening the drawer, and swallowing down one tranquilizer. Just
enough to see me through the day, or at least, the morning. 


I'm
not going to overdo it. That was a one-off the day before yesterday. I
generally do know my limits.


Feeling
rushed, and stressed, but ready for whatever this meeting brings, I take my
purse and head out. They might wonder where I’m going, but I won’t be long, and
I have no sessions lined up as yet. 


I
get into my borrowed car again, and turn in the direction of the coffee shop
that Detective Burke promised me wouldn’t be busy, because it’s near a daycare
center.


It
doesn’t take long to get there, but the surroundings are totally different.
This is far away from the elegant series of townhouses in the quiet, groomed
neighborhood. The landscape has changed to comforting suburbia, with smaller
houses and tiny yards. It’s still raining, but there are more people around.
Determined joggers are not letting the weather stop them, and I see a few of
them pounding the pavements grimly. A couple of people are walking to work, and
there’s even one man outside in a raincoat, clipping his hedge. 


I
park outside the coffee shop. Here, my expensive SUV stands out among the
smaller, cheaper cars. I head inside, seeing that Detective Burke is already
there. He has his laptop open, but his attention immediately diverts to me as I
walk in.


The
environment is warm and homey. It’s a little hole in the wall coffee shop, with
a massive machine at the back and a few tables, mostly empty, with red check
cloths and black and white photos of Italian tourist hotspots on the wall. I
identify the Leaning Tower of Pisa and the Colosseum in the few steps it takes
me to reach his table.


“Thanks
for coming,” he says, and his tone makes it clear he didn’t know if I would.
“Coffee?”


"I'll
have whatever you're having," I say. He nods and gestures to the waitress,
and I sit down. 


The
detective is still in plainclothes – a deep red flannel shirt, a jacket that
looks well worn, and a black knit cap covering his broad head. As he pushes his
laptop aside, I see for the first time he’s wearing a bracelet, one of those
that you buy for charity. That makes me like him more. It also makes me wonder,
again, about Sophia’s ‘little charity’ and Henry’s expectation that she’ll give
up working.


“I
want to know more about what’s going on in that household,” he says to me
directly. He’s clearly not a person to beat around the bush.


“So
do I,” I agree, thinking of that locked drawer and those hidden files and that
used hypodermic, that gives me a thrill of fear every time I remember it. I
have a bargaining tool with the detective. Problem is, it might be dangerous to
mention it. “Why are you looking into them?” I ask. Maybe this time he’ll tell
me.


“Multiple
irregularities,” is all he says, then adding the crumb, “Mostly, but not all,
related to Mr. Ethan Nolan.”


So
Ethan’s got the police scrutinizing him. This is a piece of good news I didn’t
expect, and the day feels suddenly brighter. Of all the Nolans, including the
obnoxious father, Ethan is the one who’s gone out of his way to be nastiest to
me. He’s arrogant and insufferable, and knowing he might have payback coming
his way is a comforting thought. It makes me more eager to cooperate with
Detective Burke.


“Why?”
I ask.


“Multiple
irregularities,” he says again.


I’m
guessing that these might be financial. I have no clue what kind of detective
Burke is. Perhaps he’s an IRS investigator, or else working in tandem with
them. 


“You’ve
been in the home. What goes on there?” he asks, confirming to me that he hasn’t
been in the home, and couldn’t have planted all those mics, unless he has a
helper.


Where
should I start with that question? Attempted assault? Evidence of bribery?
Drugging? I don’t know where to begin, so I decide to kick off with an
overview.


"It's
a strange setup," I say, now throwing caution to the wind. "The
father, Arthur Nolan, is extremely dominant. The children are strongly
encouraged to remain in the home or close by. They're controlled a lot. One of
them, Grace, has rebelled and broken ties completely. Another, Henry, is
getting married soon to a woman who doesn't quite fit the expected mold."


“I
guess that’s creating waves?” the detective asks.


“It’s
why I’ve been brought in,” I say, even though I am still not completely sure
what Margaret’s real motive is for using me, especially now that I’ve been
alerted to the existence of her own supposedly beloved shrink, Dr. Bellair.


Why
doesn’t Dr. Bellair have Henry on his couch? Why me?


“So
you’re doing what, exactly?”


I
answer as factually as I can. I feel a lot more confident about spilling things
to the police, now that I know the extent of the Nolans’ transgressions. Or
some of them, anyway. 


“I’ve
been brought in to interview the family and try to report back on Henry’s
psychological situation,” I say.


“So
they think he’s rebelling by marrying beneath him? Or that his fiancée has
suspicious motives?”


The
detective gets right to the gist of things. I like his summary.


“Either
or both could be the reason,” I agree.


“What
have you picked up so far?” he asks.


“I’ve
picked up that his father’s done more than just shield him from the adverse
consequences of a chemical tanker accident,” I say. 


The
coffee arrives. I like his choice of brew. Two coffee mochas, with cream. I’m a
fan of the rich, chocolaty taste. I stir and sip, gathering my thoughts as I
decide what to say next.


“Go
on?” he asks, adding more sugar to his own coffee. Really? Extra sugar in a
mocha? You must be… a cop.


"He
seems to have interfered a lot in a number of different issues. I'm not sure
what those are. But he has a large amount of cash, divided into measured
denominations, in a locked drawer in his study. And he has folders that I think
contain more information on what he’s been involved in covering up.”


Which
way the money flowed, I’m not sure. But there were certainly a lot of times
when the esteemed senator was able to influence the course of action.


“I’ve
heard about that. I’ve heard a lot about that,” the cop says thoughtfully. “My
colleagues looked into a couple of incidents involving Mr. Nolan, but they hit
a wall.”


Understandable.
A money wall. Everyone has their price.


“There
does seem to be evidence available, but it’s locked away,” I say. I’m not sure
how incriminating it would be. Now I wish I’d photographed more of it. He might
have disposed of the really incriminating parts, though. I warn myself not to
underestimate Arthur Nolan. Not after his daughter has warned me he is capable
of anything.


I
decide not to mention that Grace is looking into him. She asked me not to. I
think that to mention her name now would be a breach of trust.


I
can see that Detective Burke’s eyes are moving fast. He’s probably thinking of
warrants and subpoenas and what it will take to access the information I’ve
told him about. I don’t know that myself. My knowledge of police procedure is
not that good. I don’t know if he would have enough cause to enter the home and
seize the evidence, even with what I’ve told him.


Plus,
I would be exposing myself if I cooperated with him and filed a report. Imagine
if things went wrong, and all that money managed to get the case quashed again.
It would also crush me. 


I
feel angry with myself for thinking that way. I’m just as bad as anyone else
involved in this, if I’m letting Arthur influence me. And I am. He might be
bribing other people by using his money, but he’s influencing me through fear,
and he hasn’t even directly threatened me yet.


I
need to be braver.


But
my whole career could be on the skids, instantly, if it all went wrong.


While
I'm mulling over my own future in a cowardly way, Detective Burke is diligently
jotting notes. He has about half of the large notebook filled already in a
small, neat hand. I wonder if he's recording this conversation. He hasn't said
so, but he might be, just to recall all the information accurately. 


His
phone rings, and he makes a face, picking up quickly and speaking briskly.
Ending the call, he sighs. 


“Crisis.
I have to go. Listen, I want to meet again. What you’ve told me is important.
I’ll message you. Maybe we can speak tomorrow?”


“Okay,”
I say, as he hurriedly packs up, and drains his sugary coffee, and pays the
bill and rushes out.


Now,
sitting alone and thinking about the conversation we’ve just had, I start to
fear what happens if that recording falls into the wrong hands.


Or
if he goes back to the police station and starts chatting to the other cops,
the ones who tried and failed to get anything on Arthur Nolan in the past. 


That
might be because Arthur has some corrupt connections working for him in the
police. In fact, it’s not an if. It’s a certainty. He will have feedback loops
in place already. He’s a smart, influential guy. Maybe he knows about Detective
Burke, or maybe Detective Burke is below his radar at this stage. I don’t know
which.


But
I do realize now, with a twist of my stomach, that if Detective Burke tries to
find out about the cold cases, that feedback loop will activate. And it will
lead Arthur Nolan to me. He'll know I've informed him and that I've been
looking in that drawer. 


I
didn’t think hard enough before I spoke, or maybe there wasn’t even a choice in
the matter, and I sealed my own fate the moment I agreed to meet with the
detective.


What
I do know is that the clock is ticking.


In
a timeframe that could be a few hours or a few days, Arthur Nolan is going to
use his influence and make sure my world comes crashing down around me. Of
course he’ll do it. He’s done it before.


I
realize now that I have only one option to save myself.


I
have to do it to Arthur Nolan, first.











Chapter EIGHTEEN


 


 


I’ve
been out too long. Margaret Nolan is paying me good money to solve her son’s
probably imaginary issues. I can’t spend any more time out and about on her
dime, plotting to take the family down. And as I check my phone, I see I’ll
need to hustle.


“Henry and Sophia. Appointment: 12 Noon,” Margaret has texted me.


It
gives me only fifteen minutes to hustle back home. At least the rain is
abating. I leave the coffee shop and rush for the car.


Luckily,
there’s hardly any traffic on this damp and miserable Sunday. I make it back to
their palace in time, park the car yet again, and rush inside, heading straight
for the small study.


I
don’t see a soul on the way through the house, although as I approach the
Nolans’ private apartment, I imagine Arthur Nolan sitting in his office.


I
imagine him looking for that key and finding it in a slightly different place
than where he put it. Maybe he positions it carefully within the folder. By the
time I touched it, I’d moved it. My stomach cramps with fear as I wonder if he
already knows, and if he’s two steps ahead of me.


Please,
no. 


He
could move that money and that information to a place where it would never be
found. I’d have nothing on him, and he’d do his utmost to take me down. 


Henry
Nolan is waiting in the small study. Not sitting down, but standing at the far
end, looking into the mirror and doing something to his fine, blond hair. He
turns when he hears my footsteps.


I
take a deep breath as I walk in, wishing for another tranquilizer, reminding
myself that there’s no reason for anyone to know anything yet.


I
can’t open the conversation with, “So your father helped you bury evidence on
the tanker crash?” if I want it to proceed in a coherent way, and not be thrown
out of the house while Henry Nolan figures out ways to trash my career forever.


Instead,
I give him a controlled good morning. He was an obnoxious, spoiled brat last
night. I wonder if he’s ready to acknowledge the fact.


“Morning,”
he says. 


He
looks hangdog, the way a sulky kid might do when being forced to apologize. I
wonder if that’s Margaret’s doing. Maybe she gave him a massive telling off and
told him to cooperate. She might have said it was for her sake, and maybe he
even bought it.


He
trails over to the chair and sits down while I take the other one.


“Last
night, I said things I didn’t mean,” he gets out. 


Yes,
this is a forced apology for sure. All the signs are there. Surprisingly, I
feel sorry for him. Is there any aspect of these children’s lives that one or
the other Nolan parents do not control? Maybe he didn’t have a choice on how to
manage the tanker disaster. That crosses my mind, although I’m not ready to
forgive him for it. People died.


“Why
did you say what you did?” I ask, settling back into my comfort zone, such as
it was, of being the therapist.


He
shook his head. “I was feeling – I don’t know. Pulled. Torn.”


“Why
are you feeling torn? What do you think is causing that?”


I
don’t know where Sophia is. Margaret said she’d be here but she’s clearly not,
so now seems like a good opportunity to steer things around to the upcoming
marriage.


“I
guess I’m questioning things,” he admitted.


“In
what way?” I ask. I desperately want to get the conversation around to that
accident, find out the details there. I wonder if Sophia knows about it. Has he
told her? Or is it part of the family’s code of silence that he upholds?


“I
think I’m seeing things from a different perspective,” he admits.


Now,
maybe, we’re getting to the core of the problem, and I feel a flash of
excitement. Not his problem, of course. The Nolan parents’ problem. Their son’s
divided loyalty could mean the secrets are leaked, or told. Sophia seems like
she has her own opinions and wouldn’t stand for the code of silence.


“Tell
me about that?” I ask.


“I
guess I’m realizing what it means to be really fair. You know, Sophia works for
that charity. She sees things in a way that – that helps me to see a different
side.”


But
he still expects her to give up working for her ‘little charity’, and be the
good wife he visualizes. Maybe that was a pipe dream, though, and he is
beginning to realize it won’t happen.


“Where
is Sophia?” I ask. He shrugs.


“I
don’t know. She was in town, meeting with a friend. She might have run late.
I’ll text her,” he says. He gets out his phone and quickly taps some keys.


When
he was done, seeing Sophia was more than likely going to be a no-show for the
‘group therapy’ session, I decided I was going to push it. 


“How
close are you and Sophia?” I ask. 


“Well,
we’re obviously close. I mean, we’re engaged.”


“There’s
physically close and emotionally close, but there’s also the closeness that
refers to secrets,” I say. “How much of your thoughts do you tell her? How much
of your past do you tell her?”


He
is thoughtful. I watch his face carefully, because if my hunch is right, he
actually doesn’t hold much immediate guilt about his father’s intervention in
his little ‘business mishap’. He regards it as business as usual. But being
with Sophia has opened his eyes to the fact that compassionate, empathetic
people do exist, something that has been largely lacking in his upbringing, and
that they have different values. Maybe as he thinks back, that incident will
come to him.


It
did. I see the moment when his face tightens, and watch the cogs turning in his
brain as he figures out that if Sophia was to find out about the ‘little
accident’ and his father’s management of it, she’d be appalled.


“You
know, now I think of it, there are a few things we haven’t shared,” he says.


“And
would you share those in the future?”


It’s
asking the impossible. If he told Sophia the truth, it would risk their entire
relationship. Not only that. The fallout might affect the parents. And as we
all know by now, nothing is allowed to damage the Nolans.


"I
think some things I'd keep private," he admits. Then, as if he's been
schooled in the art, he puts up a defense. "You know, this is starting to
seem like a personal therapy session for me, and that's not what this is about.
This is about my mother. Why aren't we focusing there?"


“Because,”
I reply truthfully, “I think your marriage is a big area of concern for her,
and what you’ve just said is making it clearer. You feel torn between two
different worlds, and you need to figure out a way of bridging them.”


Not
that I think a bridge is actually possible. More like an airplane flight, to
get from the Nolans’ lofty toxicity to the charitable reality of Sophia’s
world.


At
any rate, I’ve given him some food for thought and I’ve also figured out some
of what I think is subconsciously bothering Margaret Nolan.


“I
guess I do.”


"You
should speak to your mother," I urge him. I admit, solving this with a
colorful burst of rainbows and unicorns is looking less likely the deeper I go.
But, optimist that I am, I still imagine that if he discusses his marriage
objectives in more detail with his mother – perhaps mentioning that
all-important fact that secrets will stay buried – she might feel a whole lot
easier about it. And then, I could collect my fee and get the hell out of here
without needing to be further embroiled in all of this.


As
Henry gets up, looking thoughtful, and far less like a spoiled child, I
remember I can’t follow that course of action now.


I
already told Detective Burke about the other folders. My fate is sealed. 


Now,
finally, with Henry out of the room, I can find out about Birchwaters. At least
then I’ll know what Grace Nolan is trying to achieve, and what it was that hurt
her so badly.


I
look it up, right there in the small study, opening my phone because my laptop
is still upstairs in my bedroom. I hate working on phones for research. It’s so
much easier on a bigger screen, but I wanted to get some sense of the answer,
now. 


I
type Birchwaters on my phone’s keypad. Autocorrect turns it into Bootleggers.
Thanks, but no thanks. That, to my knowledge, is not one of Arthur Nolan’s
crimes, although of course I could be wrong.


I
try again, this time getting it right. 


When
I see what pops up, my eyes widen. Now, this is interesting. I don't know what
it means, but it must mean something.


Birchwaters
is a care home for the aged in a fairly upscale part of Boston.


Not
just for the aged, I realize, as I click on the site. It’s a specialist care
home for people suffering from dementia and other mental health challenges.


Aha.
The pieces slot together in my mind. This must be where Mrs. Nolan senior,
Margaret’s much loved mother, was sent as her own mind began to decline.


It
seems so simple, for exactly one nanosecond, and then the questions start
flooding in.


Why
was Grace so angry about this that she wanted to kill her father and remove all
his DNA from her physiology?


Why
did Grace no longer have a source of information in the house?


And
the biggest question of all. Why was the Birchwaters folder hidden away in the
secret drawer that Arthur Nolan used for his misdoings?


It’s
time to find out all these burning questions, and I cannot do this on my phone.
I need to know more about Birchwaters, and about the timeline that led to
Granny Martin’s placement in this home, because right now, I was coming to a
chilling conclusion.


The
more so when the site, which was taking ages to refresh, is finally complete.


I
stare down at Dr. Bellair, the founder and CEO of Birchwaters.


I
have heard his name mentioned in this house as Margaret’s highly reputable
shrink, but to my surprise, I’ve also seen his face before. He is the man in
the photo display on the walls of the secret study, arm in arm with Arthur
Nolan. His best buddy.


Did
Dr. Bellair do him a favor?


The
thought is sickening, and I leap to my feet, turning and rushing out of the
small study, back along the corridor. First stop, the kitchen. I need to ask
Eleanor some questions. I hope she’s on duty, but if not, I’m going to bang on
her door. I want to know the truth about Granny Martin, and her condition when
she left the house. I can’t stop thinking about that hypodermic and what it
might mean.


Was
Granny really suffering from severe dementia?


Or
was she silenced when they found out she’d been feeding information on the
family to Grace?











Chapter NINETEEN


 


 


Eleanor
isn’t in the kitchen, but one of the other maids is. She looks at me in alarm
as I rush in. Appearing flustered and shocked is frightening to people. It
makes them instinctively close up. I need to tone down my demeanor before I
speak to Eleanor, and I make an effort to do so now.


I
manage to get the words out in a calmer tone.


“I
wonder if you know where Eleanor is? I need a quick word with her. Just some
planning, but I’m in a hurry.” 


Automatically
now, I find an excuse. I’m treading on eggshells every step of the way. While
probing for information, I need to appear as if everything is okay. Otherwise,
the wrong people are going to be homing in.


She
sets down a stack of dishes that look gleamingly clean. 


“Eleanor
is – she’s in the library,” she says. 


The
library is a room I don’t even know about. So far, in my adventures in this
oversized house, I have not come across it.


“Great,”
I say, sounding pleased and relaxed. At any rate, I hope I sound that way.
“Where’s the library?”


“It’s
in the west wing on the first floor.” She points in that direction. “Just
beyond the swimming pool entrance.”


“Thank
you.”


Just
as well, I asked. I could have spent all day wandering around the house in
search of her, and I don't have all day. I want answers, but I don't want to
think about what they are going to be. Will they banish or confirm the horrors
I am imagining?


I
head into the west wing. The entrance to the pool consists of a large living
area, with cane furniture and waterproof cushions. It’s separated from the
corridor by wide glass doors that are currently closed, with rain spattering
the paving.


The
next door is open, and it leads into a room that’s flanked by high bookshelves,
as well as a big screen television for the non readers. There are a few
armchairs set in little clusters, with antique side tables and coffee tables.
If it didn’t belong to the Nolans, I might have admired this room as being
perfectly old style. Right now, I’m not in a mind frame to admire anything they
own.


Eleanor
is in there. She has a long feather duster in her hand and she is dusting the
shelves of books. When I come in, she turns, and lowers the duster.


“Doctor
Close,” she greets me politely. I imagine that she’s sick of having me
pestering her for information on her employers, but her face gives no sign of
that. Her demeanor is unfailingly polite.


“Eleanor,
please call me Elise,” I say, though I know she won’t. She doesn’t want to get
too friendly. Formality is her defense, allowing her to keep her distance.


“How
can I help?” she compromises.


“You
were working here when Mrs. Martin was living here? Granny Martin?”


Her
face warms. Yes, she remembers Granny Martin. Then, the next moment, as I
expect, I watch her shut down.


“What
was she like?” I say. “I’m asking to try to get some insight into Mrs. Nolan’s
psychological state.” Of course. We both need the lie. It gives me permission
to ask the question, and her to speak.


“She
was very easy,” Eleanor remembers. Which already raises red flags for me, not
that they weren’t there already. Patients who are about to be admitted into
specialized care for dementia are not usually easy.


“Did
you speak to her a lot? She must have been lonely.”


“Well,
you know, I’m very busy. This job is what I’m paid to do – there’s no time to
spare. She actually did have someone employed who spent more time with her,
helped her to bathe, and so on. When she went into the care home, that servant
left us.” Eleanor is looking perturbed now. I wonder if she knows where I’m
going with this. I need to try to be very subtle. 


“Was
Granny Martin close to Grace?”


“Yes,”
Eleanor remembers. “They were very good friends.”


“Did
Grace continue to call and to text her?”


“That,
I wouldn’t know. Granny Martin did have a phone. She was rather deaf, so she
preferred texting.”


Texting?
This is all ringing alarm bells louder and louder in my mind. A woman who is
capable of texting, banished to a dementia home?


“Was
she close to Margaret Nolan? How did she get on with her?”


“I
think they had their differences,” Eleanor says cautiously. She feels she’s
treading on thin ice now.


“So
she was closer to the grandkids? That may be where some of her issues stem
from,” I say thoughtfully. It’s not the real truth, but I need to get Eleanor’s
suspicion levels down.


“Closer
to the girls, yes. I wouldn’t say she was close to the boys. They didn’t have
much time for seniors.”


That
would align with Arthur’s attitude toward anyone less weak. But what is still
flaring inside me is the awful realization that Granny Martin might not have
been as weak as people assumed. She seems to have been capable of texting,
alert and aware, and probably able to get around. 


“Did
she use a wheelchair?” I ask, to confirm this.


“Oh,
no. She got around just fine on a walker. Even without it, on good days. She
used the elevator to get up and down stairs,” Eleanor said.


Time
for the question she wasn’t going to like.


“If
she was so active, and so alert, why did she end up in a home?” I ask.


Eleanor
shakes her head. “She went downhill quite rapidly, while Mrs. Nolan was on a
ladies’ vacation. She became very weak and unwell, and confused. So Mr. Nolan
felt it was the best decision – for her own well being, you know? Mrs. Nolan
used to visit her regularly and I think she was upset by the decline.”


Eleanor
is answering honestly, which I really appreciate. She’s giving a clear picture
of what happened – her picture, as much as she remembers, while being a busy
housekeeper and not having sole charge of an elderly woman. For that reason, I
believe, she is speaking from a standpoint of innocence. She genuinely does not
realize what happened to Granny Martin. But I know – or rather, I suspect.


I
think she was nosing into Arthur’s affairs, trying to find out what he was up
to, and feeding information to Grace, who’d already left the family home and
was trying to take them down. And Arthur found out.


With
the help of his good old doctor friend, who conveniently ran a care home, the
'decline' of Mrs. Martin was assured. There wasn't a soul around who could help
her, although I am certain that Grace would have realized what was going on,
and tried. What could she do? In a high-security care home, it was fairly
likely that any efforts to intervene would have seen Grace banned from the
premises. She’d never known what was being administered. And Margaret Nolan,
who had never been that close to her mother, had not cared enough. Maybe she’d
been secretly relieved when her ‘decline’ had necessitated her removal from the
house. 


Margaret
had still dutifully visited her mother, but had she genuinely not questioned
her decline? Maybe she hadn’t. A ladies’ vacation for a few wealthy women could
have been more than a few days, and was probably closer to a month. Arthur must
have waited until she’d left, and then put his plan into action, a plan that
would see the threat removed from the household.


She’d
died not long afterward, and now, I am as convinced as Grace that the death was
not due to the advancing dementia, or any fragility on Mrs. Martin’s part.
She’d been medicated to death, and both Arthur Nolan and Dr. Bellair had been
complicit in it.


Now,
I understand Grace’s anger. I feel it too. But I can’t show a thing to Eleanor,
who’s already looking at me curiously.


“It
was a while ago,” she says. “Three years, I think.”


I
answer her automatically, my therapist’s manner an easy mantle to put on, even
while my own mind is reeling with shock.


“People
often take a while to process things,” I explain, as she listens interestedly,
holding her duster and probably wishing I would go away so she could get back
to work.


I
am practically shaking with shock.


They
killed Granny.


She
was a member of the family and it didn’t mean a thing to Arthur Nolan, because
his own interests prioritized everything.


This
was bad. So bad.


I
thank Eleanor and head out. 


As
I walk back to my room, I am thinking of ways that I can possibly help Grace.
The problem was that this might be very carefully concealed. The good Doctor
Bellair would probably have done it personally. Giving special service to his
VIP client, the mother in law of a family friend. He could easily have
administered the right drugs, and once she was too confused to resist, that
would be a slippery slope. Just keep away anyone who can help her, and Granny's
fate is sealed. But maybe he kept something in the folder. There must be
something in there if he locked it away. Otherwise, surely it would be in the
main filing cabinet, innocently positioned between Household Expenses and
Sundry Taxes?


There
has to be something incriminating. I wish now that I’d photographed that
particular folder, but I hadn’t known at the time.


I
think about all the other folders in that secret drawer. Maybe Granny Martin
had intended to help Grace figure out the other contents, all the bribery and
corruption and cover-ups that had characterized Arthur’s supposedly unblemished
career as a senator.


How
far did she get? Will she agree to tell me if I explain I know something about
what’s been going on, and I want to help?


Thinking
hard about that, I head down the corridor to my bedroom.


I
have my key out, but the lock doesn’t turn, and I remember that I rushed out in
such a hurry that I didn’t lock the room at all. That resolution didn’t last
very long.


Wrenching
the door open, I rush inside. And stop dead.


Someone’s
been in here. They’ve been through my possessions.


My
clothes are strewn on the floor. The drawer where my secret stash of medication
was kept is hanging open.


And
my carry bag is gaping wide, the laptop missing.











Chapter TWENTY


 


 


For
a few moments I am too shocked to do more than stand like a statue, my heart
hammering.


Someone
has been in here? In my room? They’ve taken my belongings. My laptop is gone!
All my work is on it, not only the notes I’ve typed up on this case – for my
eyes only – but all the other work as well. All the old cases, all the history
of my patients, confidential information that I thought was safe, and now it’s
been stolen.


And
those photos I took in the study?


From
hammering at top speed, my heart now freezes as I think of the possibility that
those photos might have synced to my laptop. I don’t know if they did. Nor do I
know who has that machine now, or what they are planning to do with it, or what
level of IT skill they possess. I’m feeling nauseous with terror as I remember
that the Nolan billions can most likely buy any level of IT skill they need.


This
is so, so bad. Somehow, I must do damage control. 


My
first shameful move is to head to the open drawer. I need a couple of tablets
now. This is something beyond my own body's power to control. Strong meds are
needed.


The
drawer is empty and I stare at it, appalled, realization sinking in that my
lifeline to sanity has been removed.


I
need those tablets, desperately. They’re gone. Somebody has taken them – and
now, that somebody knows that the esteemed therapist arrived on site with two
months’ worth of tranquilizers and three months worth of sleeping pills. This
is not good, but I acknowledge it is just the start of how bad things might
swiftly become.


The
harsh, rapid sound of my breathing is the only noise in the room as I try to
put a triage system in place while my brain is screaming a red alert of panic.


First
thing – it could buy me some time – but I need to try to change my password on
my office app. It’s extremely simple. If I remember right, it’s just my last
name. Close. Not exactly difficult to crack. A hacker could do it in a
heartbeat with one hand tied behind his back, blindfolded.


Even
a Nolan could do it in a few minutes.


The
problem is, I can't log in on my phone. I spend a few minutes trying
desperately, feeling sweat trickle down my armpits, my shaking fingers not
helping at all. I cannot access that password, so I can't change it. This means
my information is all at risk. Whoever took it will be able to access it, but
also destroy it. Or duplicate it, and read it, and use it to blackmail my
clients. I could be disbarred from the profession. My name published in all the
tabloids. The Shrink that Got Leaked! 


They’d
say it was my fault, that I’d failed to secure my information sufficiently, and
I had.


I
fold myself down on the bed and for just a moment, I allow myself to capitulate
to despair and I bury my head in my trembling hands.


Then,
I raise my head. Take a deep breath.


The
worst has happened, but I am going to fight this situation with everything I
have. It’s unacceptable! Absolutely unacceptable. Small and insignificant to
the Nolans I may appear, but I am going to use all my resources to try to make
sure that what they have done does not result in my total destruction.


This
is payback for last night. I’m sure that Arthur Nolan is responsible, although
this will be difficult to prove.


First
things first.


I
rummage in my purse for the emergency stash of tablets, thanking the gods that
I remembered to transfer a few capsules there. That’s the upside of having a
pharmaceutical dependence. You make sure your little friends are everywhere you
need them.


There
aren’t many, but I swallow one. Just one. I take a shaky breath. Then another.


I
wasn’t out of the room for that long. Who was in the house during that time?
Who came in and did this? I need to face this situation with all the righteous
anger I can summon up, and I need to come in with a dire threat. Dire enough to
make them think twice about keeping that laptop a moment longer.


As
I storm out of the bedroom, I come up with the plan I need.


I
head down the corridor, striding with such purpose that if anyone saw me,
they'd know I was furious even before I spoke. I don't care who I find first.
That person is going to get the brunt of my wrath, and they will be carried
along with me in the torrent.


It
turns out to be Margaret Nolan herself. 


She’s
coming out of the drawing room as I storm toward it. She’s holding a book in
one hand and an empty glass in the other. I think she's been hiding away,
reading, and trying to medicate her hangover. Although maybe I'm being too
kind, and she was up in my room, rooting through my possessions with those
shaky hands because her husband told her to.


“What
is the meaning of this?” I yell. She flinches, as if the volume lacerated her. 


Good.
I hope it hurt her head. I’m hurting worse. 


“What
are you talking about?” She draws herself up, trying for arrogance, but she’s
so hungover that it comes across as sick-looking defiance.


“I
mean that somebody has been into my room. They’ve trashed it. My belongings are
lying all over the floor. And they’ve stolen my laptop!”


I
stare her down and she quakes under my wrath, looking shocked.


“I
cannot believe our staff would do something like that,” she replies. “They are
all trusted.”


“I’m
not talking about your staff,” I retort. That silences her. Her eyes fly open
wide, revealing their reddened whites. 


“You’re
not saying one of the family would do such a thing?” Her voice is incredulous.


“I’m
telling you that my possessions are missing. My laptop has been stolen.”


Margaret
shakes her head, as if in denial. “I cannot believe that this would happen. Are
you sure you didn’t mislay it?” Beaten down as she is, a sly look comes into
her eyes. “When I spoke to you on that first night, you did seem a little – a
little out of it.”


As
you did last night, I want to say, but refrain. I’m taking the higher ground
here, and it’s a path she won’t like. I ignore that insinuation completely and
instead, forge ahead.


“I
am sure I didn’t mislay it. And I’m equally sure I didn’t pull all my clothing
out of the drawers and off the shelves.”


“Maybe
it’s a reaction to the therapy?” she asked, just as if this was something
normal I shouldn’t worry about, instead of something that could destroy me.
“Maybe somebody was angry because you – you opened them up, something like
that? You said it could happen.”


I
narrow my gaze. She is being deliberately obtuse and there’s something mocking
about it, as if she’s taking a pained pride in throwing my own words back at
me. 


“Do
you see any difference between an angry outburst, and intentionally going into
someone’s room and stealing their personal possessions?” I ask.


She
twists her face, not liking it that I’m calling her ethics into question, which
I am of course.


“I’ll
ask around. If anyone has taken it, then I’m sure they will give it back. I
still don’t trust that’s what happened.”


No,
she can’t admit to one of her family being thieves, as well as liars and
bullies and general all round bad people.


“There
won’t be a need,” I say. “I’m calling the police. They can come in and search
the house. I’m going to do that right now.”


That
has the effect I was hoping for. She turns chalk white. 


The
thought of the police having a reason to come in here and root through the
entire house, including her husband's cash stash and dirty little secret files,
is making her rethink the wisdom of her recent decisions.


“No!”
she cries. 


“That’s
a strange response, when there’s been a criminal act,” I say, emphasizing the
words. “That’s what theft is. It’s criminal. Taking a computer belonging to a
professional who’s working in the house? I’m amazed you haven’t decided to call
the police already yourself.”


Take
that, lady. I’m done with this. My face is probably murderous looking as I
stare at her, and she reluctantly concludes that I mean it.


“I
don’t want you to call the police,” she mutters. 


“Then
tell your family that I want my possessions returned. All of them. In half an
hour’s time.” I trusted that was a reasonable deadline. After all, they might
even now be racing to a hacker’s house with my laptop in the trunk of the car.


“How
can I do that when I don’t know who it was?” she tries.


I
shrug. Not my problem. And I happen to have a policeman’s number, right here on
my phone, who is salivating to take this family down. He’d love nothing more
than for me to call him in to do a search. It would play right into his hands,
especially if I said I suspected that it might be hidden in the study, seeing
it was the most fiercely protected room in the house.


Dragging
myself away from my anger, I try to take refuge in professionalism again.


“I
don’t care how you do it, but I assume you have the phone number of everyone
staying in this house?”


She
nods, her mouth twisting. Of course she does.


“Call
them and text them. Remember that half an hour deadline. I’m going to be in the
small study.”


Pity
I don’t have a listening device hidden in my flower arrangement, I think, as I
turn and stomp away. At least I’d know who it was.


Taking
refuge in dark humor and putting on a confident front helps me feel less
fearful. I’ve made the only move I have open to me, and it might not be enough.
Whichever Nolan has done this might think that possession of my laptop was
worth the risk of the police being called. But sitting in the small study, all
I can do is police the corridor and see who comes past.


If
Arthur Nolan heads past the door, and goes into his study to try to hide his
secret stash, I’m going in there after him and I’m not going to let him move
it.


Without
another word, I turn and walk away. My hands are sweating and shaking, and I
don't know what will happen next. 


I
feel as if the situation is coming to a head, a situation that I’ve somehow
gotten embroiled in without ever wanting to be.


It
strikes me that my entire time here in this mansion has consisted of lurching
between bombshells, scrambling to regain my footing. It’s astonishing how fast
this has escalated.


As
I am sitting there, tense as a bowstring, with my eyes peeled for any sign of
Arthur Nolan trying to sneak past, I hear the front door opening. Even though
it’s down a flight of stairs, there’s something about the acoustics in this
wing that sends the sound traveling in this direction.


I
hear the click of heels, and I wonder if this might be Sophia, returning from
her trip to town. If so, I should probably go and find her and bring her in for
another session. With the door open, of course, because I'm doing double duty
as a watchdog now. That’s assuming I can possibly gather my thoughts enough to
focus on Sophia at all. I am so very worried about my laptop, and the
consequences of it being gone, and what this will mean for me. The harsh
reality of a ruined career stares me in the face as I acknowledge they will
easily go to these lengths to protect their name.


I’m
saying ‘they’ in my head, because I don’t know who actually did this, but I
know whose idea it must originally have been. There’s only one person in
control, and I’m not letting him walk into his study. However, I do need to get
Sophia’s attention.


I
stand up and head to the top of the stairs as a compromise to see who's coming
in


It
is Sophia. The door closes, and I hear the tap of heels before I see her. She’s
wearing her typical outfit. Long boots that have seen better days but are still
stylish. Blue jeans – she’s my kind of girl that way. She’s wearing a gray
fleece jacket that is spattered darker with raindrops – the rain’s clearly
started up again.


She
gets halfway across the gigantic entrance hall before she’s stopped in her
tracks by a shout from the drawing room.


It's
Arthur Nolan's voice. He sounds angrier than I've ever heard him, and I realize
that he's been waiting in there. Waiting for her. He storms out to face her,
and she stares at him. In the fleeting moment I get to see her expression, I
pick up that it's one of utter surprise.


“Sophia
Marchand. Tell me this. Who the hell is that man you were sitting with in that
coffee shop just now?”


He’s
been spying on her. Arthur Nolan has been doing whatever it takes to try to
break this relationship up. He doesn’t want his son marrying Sophia, and now,
he’s openly accusing her of – well, basically, cheating.


I
expect her to come back with anger or defiance. She’s a tough woman and where’s
the rule about not having coffee with other men when you’re engaged to
somebody?


What
I don’t expect to see is the look of utter fear on her face as he accuses her.











Chapter TWENTY ONE


 


 


That
look of fear propels me downstairs at a run. I don’t know what’s going on here,
but I can see that somehow, Arthur Nolan has found a way to get to Sophia. 


I
arrive in the entrance hall at the same time as Margaret, who materializes from
the side corridor. Being a family wife in this home must give you an instinct
for when trouble is about to land.


Remembering
my own instinct, and the way I can sense when things are about to explode, the
strange thought occurs to me that Margaret and I might be more similarly
skilled than I thought.


Now,
though, nobody is speaking. We're all watching Sophia. I don't know where Henry
is, but if he's in the house's other wing, then he's not in earshot. She’s on
her own.


Who
was she meeting? I would love to think that Arthur Nolan has wasted his money
by getting some private detective to stalk her movements for no reason. But her
expression is telling me otherwise.


“I
– what on earth are you talking about?” 


Weirdly,
I’m rooting for her. I am only a spectator in this drama and I cannot
intervene, but as she finally pulls herself together, I acknowledge that in my
head I was cheering her on.


“I’m
talking about where you were just now.” Arthur insists.


She’s
rallying. The shock is ebbing out of her face and that frozen tension is
dissipating, not quite as fast as it arrived, but nearly. 


“Why
should you care where I was?” Now she was going one step further, throwing it
back at him. “How did you even know where I was, Mr. Nolan? If you were
passing by, why didn’t you walk in and introduce yourself to my friend? I’ve
nothing to hide.”


“Who
was he then?”


I
hold my breath. I can almost feel her thinking.


“That
is no business of yours.”


“The
very fact you’re answering that way shows me it is my business,” he chuckled,
the cold, humorless laughter doing nothing to dispel the threat in his words.


“You
know something?” Hands on her hips, she faced up to him. Sophia might be a head
shorter, but the fight in her caused Arthur’s expression to flinch. “I am done
with the levels of interference in this house! I’m absolutely done with them. I
can see that you have to have absolute control over all your children. Nothing
less will do. You need to know where they are and who they are with at all
times, and now you're extending that to me. Did you even see me with my friend?
Or did some connection of yours call you to gossip about me, and you
immediately jumped to the wrong conclusion?”


She
is vociferously on the attack, and I love it. Arthur Nolan is not used to being
defied by anyone, let alone a mere middle-class fiancée. He’s looking as
astounded as if she’d stepped forward and bitten him on the arm. And he’s not
getting too close to her. He’s keeping his distance, just as if she might
actually sink her teeth into him.


"A
friend called me and said you were with another man. You're engaged to my son.
Of course, that causes me concern. I want to know who it was, and I am
protecting my son.”


He
is now defaulting to being righteously aggrieved, but coming so hot on the
heels of his anger, it ends up just sounding whiny.


“Your
son knows I have a life. I have friends. I’m twenty-six years old, I met him
three months ago, and I don’t intend to abandon my life or my connections just
because I accepted his proposal.”


You
go, girl, you go! My silent cheering seems to propel her to further efforts,
because she continues strongly. 


“I
agreed to marry Henry in spite of you, not because of you.”


“I
see that. But in the future…” Arthur is backtracking now. Weirdly, it seems
that he knows he’s overstepped the mark, and he doesn’t want to cause a fight.
Maybe he doesn’t want to turn Henry against him, and that’s interesting. It
confirms to me the suspicion that the accident cover-up might have been
Arthur’s idea from the get-go.


He
is in control, but yet, he’s aware of the chinks in his armor.


All
of this might scare him, and he might decide to move his secret drawers. Then,
we're done. 


“In
the future? You have no say about my future, just as you have no say now. I’m
going to pretend this conversation never happened. I am going to go out again
and erase it from my memory. I won’t be so forgiving next time. Do not make
this mistake again.”


I
think she’s beaten him, but suddenly, the look on his face makes me unsure
again.


“You
had your chance to explain,” he says. “Don’t say I never warned you.”


I
don’t like the look on his face now. It’s far too smug and knowing for someone
who just lost an argument.


Still
in a temper, Sophia whirls around, strides to the front door, and blasts out of
it, slamming it behind her so hard that the whole house shakes.


Arthur
turns and heads back into the drawing room. By the time I look in her
direction, Margaret has vanished as suddenly as she materialized. A feeling of
tension hangs in the air like heavy smoke. I guess it will take a while to
dissipate. As it does, I remember all my other worries. My predicament rushes
back. I’m still without my laptop. I don’t have control over my own future
right now.


But
as I head back upstairs, my mind is analyzing that situation, working on it as
if it was chewing gum, replaying it again and again. I know it’s a diversion
from my serious personal plight. But the more I think about it, the more I
realize that what happened down there was strange. It was off-kilter.


I
head back to the small study. It’s a toss-up which is more important, making
sure that Arthur doesn’t get to his secret drawer, or seeing if my laptop is
back in my bedroom.


The
secret drawer takes priority, even though it’s a wrenching decision. I settle
myself down in the wingback armchair, watching the corridor like a cat.


And
I think about Sophia’s reaction.


I
had not imagined that fear. It had been etched vividly on her face, and I know
fear. I lived in a state of fear my entire childhood. Only the depth varied.
I’ve seen it on the faces of my patients. I know those signs.


Why
had she been so scared? Who had she been seen with?


And
the other strange thing. She’d talked about a marriage proposal and accepting
it.


Where
was the love? Not once had she mentioned that word. Under pressure – a time
when the truth pops out – that word hadn’t. 


Maybe
she’d been guarding her speech more than I thought she had, and she hadn’t felt
it appropriate. It just seemed – odd.


I
think about all of that, nestled in my chair, one tranquilizer too few
circulating in my bloodstream, and tension gripping my insides like a fist.


Who
was Sophia? Who was she really? I’d heard this ‘little charity’ mentioned many
times. What was it? Was it in difficulties, or was she tired of being just a
low-paid charity worker?


I
was doubting my intuition and wondering if I was wrong about her ethos. Maybe
she was not just a girl next door with strong ethics, and she was a woman who
really was planning on seducing Henry Nolan into marriage to get his money,
while seeing other men on the side?


Yes,
Henry had bragged about that watertight prenup, but Sophia might not know that.
Her intentions might be darker than any of us suspected.


The
timing wasn’t ideal, and it was frustrating to have to work on my phone, but
now, I took it out of my pocket, and unlocked it.


Then,
I keyed in the name of Sophia Marchand, as well as the details of the charity,
whose name I couldn’t accurately remember. 


Had
she ever told me what it was? I could not recall that she had. She’d just said
it was a children’s charity, and that it specialized in feeding and education
and other commendable initiatives. 


Working
with increasing irritation on my phone, hating its limitations compared to the
wide screen of an actual laptop, I diligently do my research.


Sophia
Marchand is searchable. She’d gone to school in a small town about thirty miles
from here, and there was a record of that. 


But
the charity?


I
know my phone’s limitations might be slowing things down. But search as I
might, I can find no link between Sophia and any charity at all.


Surely
the owner and founder of a children’s charity must have some online link to it?
Was it a registered charity? Maybe it wasn’t, and I’d misunderstood, and it was
just a personal initiative she did in her spare time?


This
was all so strange that I could not make sense of it.


What
I did know was that if she didn’t run a legitimate charity, it would not be
long before Arthur’s PI sniffed out that fact, and Arthur used it against her
at the time of his choosing.


A
shiver went down my spine as I considered that he might already know and be
biding his time.


That
is the first thing that hits me, but a moment later, the second follows.


Why had she lied?


I
think about that for a moment. In my experience, there is only one reason why
somebody would fabricate such a plausible lie, something with enough feel good
detail that nobody bothers to check it.


And
that is to stop people from finding out the truth.











Chapter TWENTY TWO


 


 


I
don’t have a choice. I’m stuck here, with only a phone to do my research on, a
laptop that could be anywhere, and could even now be getting hacked, and a
study to guard. I can’t leave my post, not even to check if my laptop is back
in my room. I’m sure it isn’t, but they’d love me to go there. I think they
know I’m here.


Arthur
may suspect something else about his son’s fiancée. The way he backed down from
that argument with Sophia might have been for that reason. Maybe she wasn’t as
intimidating as she hoped to be after all.


The
family is scattered, but in less than an hour they will all be congregating for
the post weekend cocktail party to celebrate the engagement. Ostensibly, at any
rate. In reality, it's just an excuse to get all the flock under one roof, yet
again.


I
do the only thing I can in the situation.


I
have to ask for help.


There
are two people who can help me. One is the more logical choice, and it’s the
detective. If Burke hears about what’s going down, I know he’ll pull out all
the stops to help me. He has access to a database of names, and he has the
power to apply for warrants. Really, I should be calling him.


But
then I think of Grace. The passion in her voice and her angry, outraged denial
of her father's corrupt heritage. Grace already knows what he’s capable of, and
she’s seen it. 


She’s
done research and she has media contacts and in this situation, I think she’ll
be faster.


Plus,
she can enter the house. Detective Burke could be denied entry.


There
are no flowers in my room, but I hope to goodness there are also no listening
devices, because what I’m about to say has to be said under the Nolans’ roof,
because I can’t leave it.


And
it will blow me, and her, all the way out of the water.


I
dial her number and I wait, listening dry mouthed as it rings. And rings. 


Maybe
she’s not answering. I can call Burke, but she's the one I really want to help
me. She may not trust me, though, because it's not as if we have a lifelong
friendship. She met me for the first time this morning in the rain.


But
you know what, I tell myself, trying to quell my anxiety. She could have
researched me, just the same as I’ve been researching what she told me. If she
has done her homework, then she knows I am who I say. 


Just
as I’ve given up hope, she picks up, sounding breathless, as if she rushed to
catch the call.


“Grace
speaking.”


“Grace,
it’s Elise Close. We met this morning.”


After
all the frantic scenario planning I’ve done in my head, I have to remind myself
that she’s not up to speed with any of it, and that I need to sound calm, and
explain the situation from scratch.


“Why
are you calling?” she asks. Her voice sounds edgy and reluctant. Not the
greatest start. I’d hoped for some enthusiasm or recognition when she heard me,
but there’s none.


“I
need your help,” I say.


“My
help? How?”


She’s
speaking with a note of urgency now, and I can tell she’s realized there’s a
crisis. Perhaps she was expecting that, given that I was busy probing into the
family’s secrets.


“I
need to know some information, urgently,” I say. Then, deciding to give fuller
details, I elaborate. “Someone’s stolen my laptop from out of my bedroom. I
don’t know who’s taken it. There’s a lot of information on it that could sink
me – and help him.”


I
hope I don’t need to say which ‘him’ I’m talking about. After denying her own
DNA this morning, I am sincerely hoping she gets it.


“Stolen
your laptop?”


The
high pitch of her voice tells me she understands the urgency now. 


“There’s
a cocktail function here in less than an hour,” I say. “I have a feeling that
things are going to come to a head there. I don’t know what everyone’s agenda
is, but I do know that Sophia is not everything she claims to be.”


“Sophia?
That’s – that’s the fiancée?” She sounds surprised.


“That’s
the one,” I confirm.


“In
what way?” she asks.


“She
doesn’t work for a charity. There’s no link between her and any charity. I need
to know who she is, and why she’s lying about it. And all I’ve got with me is
my phone, and it’s faulty, and it’s surfing the net so slowly that a Stone Age
carver could get there quicker.”


I
hope the full urgency of the situation has been conveyed. After a short
silence, Grace speaks, and I hear the tone in her voice. 


 “Okay,”
she says. “I’m going to look her up now. Sophia Marchand, you say?”


I
know she’s on board.


 “That’s
her.” I wait, breathlessly.


“Anything?”
I ask after about five seconds.


Patiently,
but with an edge to her voice, Grace replies. 


“You’re
asking me to do a full day’s research. Miracles I can perform, but not the
impossible. Can you give me five minutes?”


“Call
me back when you have any news,” I say. I hang up. Staying on the phone isn’t
going to help anyone now. Not me, not her, not Sophia, wherever she is. I don’t
know what the answers are, or how much the Nolans know, but I know this is way
more complex than I ever bargained for. 


Too
stressed to sit down, I stand and pace the room. It seems to be a good
alternative to taking a tranquilizer. I’m not sure I could take one now. I am
as tense as I have ever been, but I am realizing that right now, I need speed
and clarity of thought like never before, and if I drug myself into a state of
calmness, I am also going to slow my thinking down.


I’m
not saying I have suddenly quit my dependence on them. Absolutely not. But
somehow, in my mind, I feel I have taken a tiny, independent step toward not
being quite so reliant on them.


It’s
a small victory and I feel strangely pleased, despite the fact that my life is
collapsing around me. Maybe I can beat the excessive dependence on these drugs
that I crave but resent so much. It would be phenomenal if I didn’t have to
define myself by my overuse of sedative medicines. 


I
think about that while watching the corridor, thinking of all the Nolans
preparing to converge on the mansion for the cocktail party. 


Then,
my phone rings, causing my heart to do a huge skip and jump. It lands in my
throat as I pick up the call, seeing that it’s Grace on the line.


“I
made the connection,” she said. “It wasn’t that hard, because I have insider
info. And you won’t believe who she is.”











Chapter TWENTY THREE


 


 


“Who?
Who is Sophia?” My voice is taut, matching my stance. I’m poised for action,
adrenaline surging through my limbs, even though there’s nowhere for me to go.


“Remember
that three years ago, Henry Nolan was involved in a spot of trouble?” Grace
asks.


“Yes.
The tanker accident, the pollution. It was all covered up.”


“We
still have the bones of the story. Something about her name made me curious, so
that was the first place I looked.”


“What
did you find?” I ask, my mouth dry. There’s a shuffling of papers from the
other end of the phone, as if Grace is sorting through them, maybe to get the
information prepared before she tells me. I can’t get it soon enough. This
could change everything.


“I
found the names of the two victims. They were removed from the media, but both
victims were in the other vehicle. The tanker driver actually wasn’t harmed in
the crash. He escaped with a few bruises. But the two victims were Tessa Lynton
and her husband, Rowan Lynton."


I
wait expectantly. I know there’s more.


“Tessa’s
maiden name is Marchand. I looked it up at the time. Sophia is her sister,”
Grace explains, and I gasp.


For
a moment, Lily is back again, in my life and my world, and I see her heart
shaped face, her mischievous grin, I remember the companionship and love, the
special bond we had as sisters before it was severed forever, and I was all
alone.


The
same thing has happened to Sophia, and she is hell-bent on revenge.


Grace
is speaking again, and I drag my attention back to her and away from my own
past.


“They
wouldn’t have known. The main complainant was Rowan’s brother Andrew, and I
think he was either bought off or threatened by them. Maybe threatened. I think
he had a history of drug problems. They managed to silence him, anyway. I don’t
think they ever knew or cared about Sophia, because she clearly saw what had
happened to him, and kept well under the radar.”


“She
obviously had a plan in mind, though, and that was to infiltrate them,” I
confirm.


Getting
close had been more successful than she’d ever expected, because she’d managed
to make Henry fall in love with her, to the extent of proposing. 


I
bet I know who planted all those mics in the flower arrangements. Sophia. It
was only now that my memory was offering me up a flash of her, close to the
flower arrangement, ostensibly examining it, but in fact checking her listening
device was still there.


She
has been collecting dirt on the Nolans, and I had to admit, much as I loathe
Arthur Nolan, his instincts about Sophia are totally correct.


“She’s
in danger,” I say to Grace. That was now the critical aspect. “He caught her
meeting with someone. Maybe they were discussing this, and she was feeding him
information. One of Arthur's spies saw her. Now she's gone out, and I don't
know where. But I know they're going to try to get to her. They could make her
disappear forever."


“How
do you know she’s disappeared?”


“Because
they know who she is. They can’t risk that she’s been let loose in the
household, learning their secrets, for so long,” I say. 


“She
might be safe now. She might be fine. We could be overthinking this.”


I
sigh. Grace is backing off at the critical time. I need her support here. 


“You
got another phone that side?” I ask.


“I
have a row of five here. I’m at work,” Grace snaps.


“Well,
pick up one of them. Try to call her.”


“Try
to…” Finally, she stops arguing and does what I’m asking. “Her phone’s off,”
she acknowledges.


“Grace,
we need to move on this. Urgently. I’m going to give you a number to call.”


“What
is this? Why?”


“It’s
a number for Detective Burke. He’s been following the Nolans for a different
reason. He’s trying to home in on what Ethan Nolan is doing. Please, you need
to tell him about this, because these people – they’re moving on this. Fast.”


Sophia
has gone out, and I’m sure she’s being followed. Somebody is after her and they
are going to take her out. She might just disappear. Her defiance has only
played into Arthur’s hands, because now they can claim she’d walked out in
anger and simply left.


Arthur
hadn’t followed her. He’d kept his hands clean. And I personally doubted that a
PI would do that kind of dirty work. 


In
a flash, I realize who could, and would. There’s only one person who Arthur
would trust, and that’s the person who’s helped him before. I don’t know all
the details now, but I know enough for this to be clear in my own mind. 


“It’s
connected with Birchwaters,” I plead. “It has to be, and he’s using the doctor.
Bellair.”


“I’ll
see what I can do,” Grace says, but she sounds dubious. I can tell she doesn’t
trust the police. Probably, the police have let her down in the past, so
there’s a good reason for that.


We
hang up and I try to call Detective Burke myself, but his phone goes through to
voicemail and I don’t leave a message. I don’t know whether he’s on other calls
or off duty, but either way, I’m on my own for now.


I
need to get downstairs. The ‘family gathering’ is taking place in a few
minutes, without Sophia. I wonder if Henry knows what’s happened to her. I need
to get down there, because until Detective Burke can get onto this, I don’t
dare leave the study unguarded.


Well,
then, I will lock the damned study. I will lock the entire upstairs suite, in
fact. If the Nolans think they’re getting into their private rooms any time
soon, they can think again.


This
will put all my cards on the table, but I know it’s time for that. I rush
through to the private study, and I take the key from the inside of the lock. I
put it in on the outside and twist, hard. There. The door is locked, and it’s a
nice, solid, top quality door. Not the kind of thing you’d be able to break
through with a kick.


Of
course, he may have a spare key for it, but at least this will slow him down. 


I
then retreat, locking the connecting door that blockades this entire section of
rooms off from the main corridor. Another door to get through, another spare
key to search for. Where to hide the keys? I consider keeping them on me, but
something tells me that might be a bad idea. So, in the end, I choose a flower
arrangement. One of the listening flowers. The arrangement has some kind of
green, porous base to it, wet and squishy, but firm enough to stick the stems
of the flowers in. So I stick the two keys in there too, nestling them down
among the flowers, and then wiggling them into the greenery until they are
completely invisible. Nobody will find them there.


I
head to the other wing of the house, anxiety surging again. The effect of the
tranquilizer has worn off, and my laptop is now one of the urgent issues raging
at the forefront of my mind. Maybe it’s there, and somebody has returned it?
It’s been half an hour now.


I
walk into the room. It’s been tidied. That’s so weird. Somebody, most likely
Margaret, has sent in one of the maids to put everything back in its place. All
my clothes are neatly folded. The drawers are closed. My laptop bag has been
placed on the floor by the desk, and I rush over and grab hold of it, feeling a
sick lurch of my stomach when I easily pick up its light weight. There’s no
laptop inside it. It hasn’t been returned. I made a threat, and Margaret simply
laughed at it, and the detective I need to action this threat is not picking up
his phone.


There’s
nothing I can do. Among this happy family that will be converging downstairs is
the person who's stolen it. I'm going to have to find them. 


The
only bargaining chip I have now is that I’ve locked the study, and that’s
admittedly weak.


I
think of taking another tranquilizer, but once again, I decide against it. Not
wise right now. I need all my un-sedated wits about me.


Then,
I head downstairs. Already, the family is congregating. I hear Ethan's voice
raised in a laugh, the arrogant note immediately audible. There's Olivia's
voice, too. She’s having what might be a discussion, but might also be an
argument, with Henry. Henry sounds upset. I think he must have heard about the
confrontation with Sophia, and maybe he thinks she walked out in a temper, and
that’s why he can’t get hold of her.


But
before I can go in to confirm any of this, and find out where my laptop is, I
hear my name being spoken from behind me. On the edge of my nerves, I spin
around. It’s Arthur Nolan. 


He’s
standing in the passage at the back of the entrance hall, and he’s watching me
with an expression I can only describe as cunning.


Little
does he know I’ve outsmarted him, I think, with a wave of loathing for this
man.


“Doctor
Close,” he says again, addressing me by my professional name. It’s all
formality this evening.


“Yes,
Mr. Nolan?” I ask, giving him the same back.


He’s
looking suave and unruffled, as if that earlier moment of almost insane anger
had never happened. I think to myself that this might be a true psychopath I am
looking at now, elegantly disguised in a gray designer suit and a pale mauve
dress shirt, with diamond cufflinks.


“I
need to speak to you for a moment,” he says. “Privately.”


He
gestures to a door behind him.


Time
for a showdown? I’m sensing this is imminent.


I
head into the room, which is a large, well-equipped cloakroom and restroom.
There are two doors at the end, which I guess lead to toilets. Between them is
a washbasin. There is a cupboard on the wall, a shower room on the opposite
side, and of course, that essential for any room in the Nolan household, a few
pieces of tastefully chosen furniture. In this room, a duo of two-seater
couches are positioned with a low table between them. I’m surprised not to see
a flower arrangement. Maybe they ran out of vases.


“Please,
sit down,” he says.


I
am done with this artifice. “Sit down? You’ve brought me here after my room has
been broken into, my laptop has been stolen, and that’s only the start of
what’s going on in this house?”


I
am ready to expand on this, drawing a breath to let him have it, but he sharply
interrupts me.


“Sit.”



He
leads the way and sits down on one of the sofas. Seething, I follow him and
perch on the other. If he thinks I am going to tell him any differently just
because I am seated, he is wrong. It gives me great satisfaction to think of
him rattling at the door of his study. I hope there isn’t a spare key, and that
they can’t get a locksmith out so late on a Sunday, and that he starts feeling
the same levels of stress he’s inflicted on me.


“I
need something from you,” he says smoothly.


“I’m
not doing a thing for you,” I retort.


“What
I need from you,” he continues, just as if I hadn’t spoken at all, “is this. I
need you to write a report saying that you were called into this home to
monitor the well-being of my son, Henry Nolan, but that during your
observation, you picked up seriously unstable and suicidal tendencies in his
fiancée, Sophia Marchand. I need you to do this. Now.”


It
hits me like a ton of bricks.


This
was never about Margaret Nolan. No wonder she looked so nervous, that first day
she met me. She was there on her husband’s orders. Manipulated by him, to make
it look as if it was her idea. 


He’d
known even then that he’d need proof to back up Sophia’s sudden disappearance.
So he’d brought in someone totally different, an outsider with no history or
associations with the family. This hadn’t been a job that his good ole golfing
buddy and psychiatric home owner Dr. Bellair had been asked to do. That could
be because they had needed somebody on site for the supposed “monitoring”,
because Sophia and Henry wouldn’t have gone to any therapist recommended by
their parents, of their own accord.


Or
else, Bellair had learned about Grace’s investigation into Granny, and decided
it would be wiser to keep his hands clean for now.


Perhaps
Arthur had thought I would be easy to manipulate, and he could bribe me. When
he realized I wasn’t that person, he had thought of another way, and I see it
now in his eyes.


My
reason for being here was to write Sophia’s suicide note, professionally.


“I’m
not going to do what you’re asking,” I say. “It goes against all my ethics.”


His
gaze hardens.


“Really?
Even to get your personal item back?” he says. His eyes are gleaming. A
superior smile is pasted on his face. He knows he has the ultimate bargaining
chip. My laptop.


“I
see you have some sensitive information on it,” he says. “I’m sure you wouldn’t
want it made public to the world. That could easily destroy you, couldn’t it?
It would be a pity for such a promising career to end, so reliant on the
networking and opinions of your clients and the public.”


He’s
doing it. My worst fear and he’s doing it. He’s gotten into my machine, and
he's found stuff on it. He’s going to expose me to the world, to try to
discredit me publicly. My career will be in ruins if the information on that
machine leaks out. It will destroy me.


“All
you have to do is write a report,” he wheedles. “That’s all you need to do. It
was my purpose in bringing you here. It should be easy for you to do. You can
keep it general and vague. I guarantee you it won’t cause any trouble. And
then, you can have your laptop back. Straight away.”


I
stare him down, hoping he can’t see how my legs are shaking. One report, and I
could have my life back, together with a generous payment. Most probably, we’d
walk away from each other and never meet again. He’ll probably keep his word.
Honor among thieves, and all that.


But
I square my shoulders, and I gather my courage together.


This
is war, and I’m heading into the battlefield. I might be no match for the Nolan
juggernaut, but I’ve got something on him, and I’m going to call Detective
Burke, as soon as I’m out of here.


“The
answer is no,” I say.


I
turn to leave the room, adrenaline churning, ready to make my next move.


I
never reach the door. It opens, and someone muscles in, colliding with me –
grabbing me. A man in a suit, I’ve seen his face, now Arthur Nolan is there,
too. His hand crushes my chest like a vise, the other man is grabbing my arm. I
kick out in a frenzy of adrenaline. Drawing a breath to scream, I find his hand
crushing my lips, smothering the sound before it can leave my mouth.


There’s
a needle prick in the bicep of my left arm before I can wrench it away.


Then,
despite all I’m doing to fight it, I can’t stop the darkness flooding in.











Chapter TWENTY FOUR


 


 


The
world filters back. It’s very dark. My head is pounding and panic fills me as I
realize that not only can I not see, I can also not move. My arms are strapped
to my sides. So are my legs. There’s something bad tasting in my mouth. It’s
half choking me, and I can't get to it to move it. I thrash my head, trying to
dislodge it, and my skull connects painfully with a metal rail.


I’m
in a hospital bed. Awareness starts filtering back, slowly and agonizingly, as
I piece together what happened. I was drugged. Arthur Nolan and Dr. Bellair
shot some kind of sedative into my arm. 


Now
I’m awake, in darkness. But I’m not alone. As my ears adjust to the
surroundings, I can hear faint, snorting breathing coming from my right-hand
side.


Can
I get out of these straps? How long have I been in them? I’m feeling stiff and
cold, and I suspect I've been a prisoner here for longer than I think. Where
even am I?


Was
I meant to wake up? That question occurs to me suddenly.


I'm
a tranquilizer addict that I know. I have an unhealthy dependency on them, but
it might possibly mean that the dose of sedative the good doctor gave me,
didn’t work as well as he thought it would, because my body has a high
tolerance for it already.


I
don’t know if that’s the case or not, but what I do know is that I’m feeling
more awake with every moment that passes. And more terrified, too. This is
their endgame. From here, there is nothing more than a watery grave somewhere.
They are pulling out all the stops. They’re doing whatever they have to and
Arthur is going to cover it up in the quickest, dirtiest way he can.


I’m
guessing that the snoring person next to me is Sophia. They got her, and they
sedated her more heavily – or maybe she’s still under because she doesn’t have
an inappropriately high tolerance due to overuse.


I
need to get free from these straps! If I can wriggle out of them, I have a
chance. My eyes are now adjusting to what light there is, which isn’t much,
just a faint gleam filtering in through the crack under the door, and the
ventilation grille near the ceiling. It’s enough for me to see that this is a
small room, like a storeroom. Our two beds have been wedged into it. 


Be
calm, I tell myself, even as I tug frantically at the straps, which have
obviously been designed to restrain a violent patient. 


There
might be no way of getting out of them. They are thick webbing and they have
been pulled tight.


I
remind myself that a violent patient lacks reasoning ability and the straps are
there to prevent them from breaking free in a fit of struggling. I have
reasoning ability. I can use it if I remain calm, which, of course, is the
least easy thing in the world. My head is thumping, adrenaline is surging, my
stomach churns with a mixture of terror and nausea.


I
can move my head, so although I can’t spit out this gag, perhaps I can rub it
off my face. I try, patiently, reminding myself they did this in a hurry and
Arthur was also desperate to get back to the cocktail party without making it
look like he’d just taken two prisoners, ready to dispose of them.


The
gag works fractionally loose. Encouraged, I try harder, I rub my face on my
shoulder again and again, and the next moment, the straps are loose enough that
I can spit it out.


I
draw in a huge, relieved breath. Oxygen floods my body after the restricted
breath through my snuffling nose. Now, I need to slowly and carefully work one
hand out of the straps. I try the right. No chance. It’s so tight that it’s
practically cutting off my blood supply.


But
they didn’t take as much care with the left, and there might be some wiggle
room here. I circle my wrist, trying to make a bit more space, trying to make
my hand smaller, narrower, so that I can ease it out of the webbing loop. 


Slowly,
with my teeth gritted and my body starting to sweat, I try to gently wriggle my
hand out of the strap.


It
gets halfway and then it sticks fast again and I feel a thrill of despair. I
can’t do it, it’s impossible.


I
remind myself that nothing is impossible, and I carry on trying. Wriggle,
wriggle, quarter inch by quarter inch, using finesse and intelligence to evade
equipment that was made to withstand hard, violent, mindless struggling.


And
I do it. Relief might be premature, but it whooshes through me all the same. My
hand’s shaking so much from the effort that I can barely get the other strap
off. It takes me a while to undo the metal clasp. Then I sit up, bolt upright
in bed, heart pounding, ready to work on my feet. 


I
won’t have much time. They will be back soon, I know it. My fingers, cold and
unsteady, are working far too slow.


I’m
busy with the second strap when a long, rattling, choking sound from the next
bed nearly makes me scream aloud.


Sophia
is waking up. Or else, she’s busy suffocating on the gag. One of the two. I
manage, somehow, to work the strap free from my ankle, and then I basically
fall down off my bed with my shaking legs unable to hold me, grab the edge of
the bed, haul myself up, and rip at her gag, my fingers tugging in her dark,
tangled hair as I try to loosen it.


It
comes off, and like me, the first thing she does is gasp in a huge, deep
breath. She’s coughing, sputtering, and still not coherent enough to talk.


I
need to get her untied.


But
before I can do that, I hear footsteps. Two sets.


It’s
too late, they’re coming back. I haven’t had enough time to make a plan or even
find a weapon. My valiant efforts have all been for nothing, but maybe,
somehow, I can use what I have.


I
do the only thing I can think of.


Jumping
off the bed, I scramble to my feet and hide next to the door, so that I’ll be
behind it when it opens.











Chapter TWENTY FIVE


 


 


“We
can get them into the van now.” The voice I hear is not Arthur Nolan’s. It must
be the doctor’s. “They should both still be under. Then we can take them down
to the lake. But I don’t like this. At all. It’s going to get us into trouble.”


Oh,
thanks for the clarification, doc. I thought you maybe didn’t like it because
it involves murdering two innocent women who are trying to expose your friend
and golfing buddy as the criminal he is. But no. Turns out you don’t like it
because it might get you in trouble.


“It
won’t.” That’s Arthur speaking, and his tone chills me. There’s a note of
sureness in it that makes me wonder if he’s done this before. “That section of
the lake is very deep. There’s nobody around at this time. We can weight them.”


“Look,
the fiancée is one thing. But the doctor?”


Now
they’re stopped outside the room, arguing with each other. I agree with Dr.
Bellair. What about me?


“We’ll
say she failed in her assignment, and she left suddenly. I have connections who
can lay a trail, partway back home. They’ll look for her in Delaware, not here.
In any case, who’s looking?” Arthur’s voice holds a note of coldness. “Nobody.
She has nobody close to her.”


I
feel even more nauseous as I realize it’s the truth. This man planned it all.


He
didn’t choose me because I’ve earned a reputation as one of the top house-call
psychologists who deals with family situations.


He
chose me because there’ll be nobody highly motivated to look for me if I
disappear. My sister disappeared when I was a teenager, and my parents died in
a car crash a few years ago. I'm alone in the world, and that's why I was
invited to do the job.


I
can’t! I can’t disappear.


The
door lock rattles, and it opens, and then they’re inside, and one of them is
fumbling for the light switch. I feel so scared my legs are water.


The
light snaps on, and the room is flooded with harsh, bright light.


I
hear a gasp as one of them – Arthur, I think – takes in the empty straps.


And
then, I erupt from behind the door, shoving at the closest man, who happens to
be Arthur, still dressed in his damned evening finery.


There’s
an astounded expression on his face as he loses his footing and cannons back
into his friend and fellow conspirator, Bellair. Then the two of them go down
like ninepins and I am leaping for the open door.


I
race down the corridor, adrenaline giving me the speed I lack, and I hear their
shouts behind me. They know this is do or die, and they are chasing me down.
I’m hampered by the fact that I have no idea where I am. This is a labyrinth of
corridors, lit by the occasional fluorescent bulb. I reach a junction, veer
left, and see with a lurch of my heart that it’s a dead end. Spinning around, I
race the other way, but the triumph in their cries tells me that my error has
given them a lead.


I
think, as I run, that I must be in the back of the Birchwaters facility.
There’s a big skip with medical waste in it, and a few trash cans, and another
hospital bed at the side of the corridor, old and rusted. This is where they
took us for safekeeping. A van leaving from Birchwaters won’t arouse suspicion.



But
right now, maybe I can arouse suspicion, or at least alert somebody.


I
have my voice back. I might as well use it.


As
I fly around the corridor, I stop, shove the rusty bed into their path, and I
scream with all my might. 


“Help!
I’m here! I’m being chased! Help me!”


I
turn and run, hearing the metallic clang as my two pursuers shove the bed out
of the way. It was a ridiculous effort, it didn’t slow them down in the
slightest. All it did was slow me down. Ahead of me, in the distance, I can see
a closed door. It must be an exit door, and I have no idea if it is locked or
not. If it’s locked, I am finished. I’m done.


“Help!”
I yell, my voice high and shrill, resounding off the corridors. “Help! I’m
here! Help me! I’m inside!”


I
crash against the double door, and I wrench at the steel handle.


It’s
locked.


“Help!”
I yell again. This is it. There’s nobody helping, I’m trapped, and I’ve reached
a dead end. The two men are racing toward me. Arthur has a mixture of hunger
and rage etched into his face, as if he simply can’t wait to dance on my watery
grave. And Dr. Bellair is holding another loaded syringe in his hand.


I
give the door one last despairing wrench, and I utter the loudest scream of my
life.


Then,
there’s a rattle from outside, and the sound of splintering wood, and the door
is flung open so suddenly that I nearly fall over.


Detective
Burke is framed in the doorway, chest heaving, face taut, looking as if he’s
just been running.


Two
other cops flank him, and behind them, red and blue flashing lights are
flickering in the darkness. 


I
sag down as Burke draws his gun and aims it at the two criminals.


“Hands
in the air,” he says firmly.


I'm
gasping, I'm a mess, my hands are bruised from banging the door, and my stomach
feels as if I’m about to throw up. But the expression of horror and realization
on Arthur Nolan’s face, as he realizes that he’s trapped, is the most beautiful
thing I’ve seen in all my life. 


He’s
going to go down for this, and in the process, the Nolan family will be
destroyed.











Epilogue


 


 


“I
know it was wrong. But I did actually love Henry in the end and felt
desperately sorry for him. I cry every time I think about all of this. You
know, I ended up wishing he wasn’t from that family, and they hadn’t
manipulated him that way. I guess I wished we could both just elope and live in
a different world.”


I'm
talking to Sophia on my cellphone while sitting on the edge of the pier in a
little coastal town in Mexico. My bare foot is dangling in the water and the
sea is stretching out in front of me, all the way to the azure sky.


Yes,
at last I’m on my well earned vacation. Better late than never.


By
my right hand is a fancy cocktail with an umbrella and a slice of pineapple.
After three days here, I have a slight suntan, my nightmares have receded, and
I feel far more at peace.


“It
must have been difficult for you,” I say, putting on my shrink’s hat without
even realizing it. 


“It
was a gamble from the start. Risky.” Sophia must have been living under a world
of stress, but she’d been icy cool, a secret agent born to the role. Running a
charity had been her cover story to deflect suspicion. She was an assistant at
an environmental consultancy that specialized in nature rehabilitation. From
the time she'd decided to go after the Nolans, she'd taken long leave from her
real job and tried to remove herself from the radar so that she could pursue
revenge for her family.


“I
hoped that if I met him at the right time, and said the right things, he’d be
attracted to me, enough that I could get inside that house and listen to what
they said, do some nosing around, and expose them. I didn’t think it would end
this way or that I’d feel so conflicted about him. I’m glad his father’s in
prison,” Sophia said firmly.


“Me,
too,” I agree.


Straight
after Arthur Nolan and Dr. Bellair had been shoved in the back of the police
van, the cops had raided the Nolan townhouse, helpfully directed by me to the
whereabouts of the study keys. They’d taken out all those files, which were a
legacy of corruption, bribery, blackmail, threats, and yes, the occasional
strangely convenient disappearance and death.


Burke
is leading the team in setting out the charges, and Arthur Nolan and Bellair
have been denied bail. Henry, Ethan, and Margaret, who’s facing charges as a
criminal accomplice, have had their passports seized, their bank accounts
frozen, and are under house arrest. Eleanor, the housekeeper, has turned state
witness and is cooperating with the police, telling them all about what she saw
over the years.


I
wonder if Margaret knew the real truth about Granny Martin. She must have
suspected it. Maybe she asked, or even protested the decision, and received a
few beatings for it. It doesn’t excuse her turning her back on her mother,
though. She left Granny in that home to be drugged to death. Sickening. 


Grace
is the lead journalist on the team, bringing these stories to the public in
full detail. She's working on a few different ones, breaking them as
information becomes available. Including the story of Granny Martin and what
happened to her. Of course, thanks to Sophia, Henry's shameful story will also
be exposed, and that case will be reopened. He'll serve time for it, but not
nearly as much time as Ethan will.


 Ethan
wasn't only involved in tax evasion, but money laundering on an epic scale
through his firm, for friends and business associates just as unpleasant as he
is. It's all out in the open now. Grace is famous for exposing it all with
Sophia's help, and people are calling her a heroine. 


Olivia,
Burke told me, is planning to move to the United Kingdom for a fresh start, far
outside the walls of her family home. Since she’s not facing charges, and she
kept her own hands clean, she can actually leave the country. I hope she starts
painting while she’s there and rediscovers the identity her parents denied her.


The
only cloud on the horizon is that my laptop is still in police custody. It is
an exhibit and will form part of the trial. But I’ve bought myself a new one,
and accessed all my files off the cloud, and put in a new password, and better
security systems, too.


After
that, as soon as I was able to, I set out on my well earned vacation. And here
I am. For the first time in years, I am sleeping soundly at night without the
need for sleeping pills. The nightmares about Lily have taken a back seat – for
the time being, at any rate.


“I’m
sure I’ll see you at the trial,” I tell Sophia, “but for now, I want to say how
brave you were.”


“Likewise,”
she says. “You saved my life. If it hadn’t been for you, I’d be dead by now. So
let’s not wait for the trial. Let’s do coffee, when you’re back from vacation.”


“I
look forward to it,” I smile. We hang up, and I go back to staring at the view.


On
the vacation, I have been doing some soul searching. After the dangerous time
at the Nolans’ house, I’m wondering if my time as a private therapist is over,
and if I should go back to normal practice. What I do is incredibly risky, both
personally and professionally. I put my career on the line in these jobs, this
I know. Now I know my life can be on the line, too.


Is
it time to quit – now, while the media has called me a ‘heroine’, too, for
being brave enough to withstand the murderous attempts to silence me?


But
the problem is that my phone has never been ringing more. After this, weirdly,
every family wants me to help them. You’d think it would be the other way
round, but it’s not. My assistant already has more than ten requests for
on-site therapy, people who are begging for my banking details so they can pay
the deposit and secure my services.


I
still have my own demons to deal with, the demons of insecurity and financial
uncertainty and fear.


They're
not going away anytime soon. And that means I'll keep working these risky, high
paying jobs, because my own brain is compelling me to.


“The
next job will be normal,” I promise myself, taking a sip of my pineapple
cocktail and feeling the sunshine on my face. “After all, what could possibly
go wrong?”
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BEHIND HER SMILE


(An Elise Close Psychological Thriller—Book Two)


“I binge read this book. It hooked
me in and didn't stop till the last few pages… I look forward to reading more!”


—Reader review for Found You


 


Amidst the lush vineyards of Napa
Valley, celebrity therapist Elise Close is summoned to the historic
Alcott estate, where secrets ferment like the family's prized wines. 




The death of the patriarch uncorks a vintage mystery of infidelity and
financial deceit that only Elise can decant through her expert sessions. 


 


But as she delves deeper into
the Alcott family's tangled vines, her professional resolve blurs with an
intoxicating romantic entanglement. 


 


Can Elise maintain her clarity when
her heart threatens to betray her mind? 


 


BEHIND HER SMILE is the second book
in a highly anticipated new psychological suspense series by
critically-acclaimed and #1 bestselling mystery and suspense author Molly
Black, whose books have received over 2,000 five-star reviews and ratings.


 


Future books in the series are also
available!


 


 “Molly Black has written a taut
thriller that will keep you on the edge of your seat… I absolutely loved this
book and can’t wait to read the next book in the series!”


—Reader review for Girl One: Murder


 


“I loved this book! Fast-paced
plot, great characters and interesting insights into investigating cold cases.
I can't wait to read the next book!”


—Reader review for Girl One: Murder


 


“Very good book… You will feel like
you are right there looking for the kidnapper! I know I will be reading more in
this series!”


—Reader review for Girl One: Murder
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