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			Prologue

			Soho, London, 1968

			The neon lights of Soho bounced off the autumn puddles, their reflections half interrupted by the steady droplets of freezing rain. The high-­heeled stride of Vera Huntington sliced through one of the deeper ones as she cut her way across the drenched alleyway. Her heels clacked loudly as she quickened her pace, and she threw worried glances over her shoulder as she walked. Once or twice she caught someone staring too intently at her, or a passer-by bumped her shoulder, and so she drew herself deeper into the shadows to shake the feeling of being watched.

			Finally Vera rounded a corner off Carnaby Street, her attention caught by the warm light of a nearby pub. Her shoulders relaxed as she spotted a constable she was friendly with standing in the doorway, out of uniform and smoking with his mates. He turned to her and smiled, but something in his eyes made her shoulders tighten again. His face was too friendly, too inviting – something was off. Vera’s throat constricted as she considered the possibilities. The constable’s grin widened, fox-­like. Carefully, Vera schooled her features into a sweet but apologetic look, as if to say, I’d love to join you, but I have somewhere to be.

			

			After she turned the corner down the next street, she ran.

			The glow of Ronnie Scott’s jazz club felt like a sign and she hurried to the door like someone claiming sanctuary at a cathedral. It may have been a sacrilegious comparison, but in 1968, jazz was Vera’s religion and Ronnie Scott’s was her place of worship.

			The music for the evening had already started, but she knew the doorman well enough to bribe her way inside. She’d be safe in there, and she could find Frances. Lately, every Thursday night, Frances would be eagerly perched on a barstool at the back of the crowded club, taking in every note played like it could change her life.

			As a society girl, Vera had only recently discovered the delights of listening to a sax bleed out a tune so heart-­wrenching it should come with a warning label. Frances had shown her that. Frances had her own London, the kind that included hidden Soho spots that were cool because they were shabby, and Vera never felt freer than when they ran around nightclubs and went to lock-­ins at bars together.

			She was hit with a wall of sound as she stepped into the venue’s main room. Smoke hung above the heads of the seated crowd, who were illuminated by the glow of red table lamps. It smelled of heavy tobacco and weed, of spilt red wine and the sweat of a packed audience.

			The flame of Frances’s hair in its smart uptwist popped out of the crowd, distinctive even in the low light. She was watching the combo onstage like she’d been hypnotised, and the man to her right was watching her the same way. His suit was expertly tailored, but he wore it in a relaxed way. As though luxury should be quiet; comfortable, even. His dark hair was thick with a slight wave held in place by some kind of wax. He was a throwback to the post-war era, in stark contrast to the men with shoulder-­length hair and turtlenecks all around him, whose fashion was the folk music answer to the Swinging Sixties.

			

			‘Vera?’ Frances’s expression was bright as she noticed her friend, but her brows quickly knitted together when she saw a hint of fear on Vera’s face, and how tightly she clutched her coat, her knuckles white.

			‘What’s wrong? Has something happened?’ Frances asked, as she pulled Vera gently by the arm, away from the noise of the crowded bar.

			‘I got in over my head, Frances,’ Vera said. Her careful composure started to crack, and tears shook her voice, making it quiver like someone had pounded a fist down on a table near a full glass of water.

			‘What do you mean?’ Frances asked.

			Vera shook her head fiercely. ‘I shouldn’t tell you any more,’ she said. ‘This is very much a “curiosity killing the cat” kind of situation, Frances. Believe me, I wish to God I could unlearn the things I found out.’

			Frances gave Vera a long and considering look. ‘I can help you, but only if you tell me everything. I can’t fix something I don’t have all the pieces to.’

			Vera swallowed hard. ‘I’m sorry, Frances. I can’t risk it.’ Vera was looking around now, examining the shapes of the people in the club, jumping at the crash of a dropped glass and clutching her bag even tighter.

			

			Frances’s expression shifted between concerned and confused. ‘I . . .’ she said, hesitating. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way, Vera, but if you can’t tell me anything, then why are you here?’

			‘I just – I can’t rely on anyone in my own social circle. I need . . .’ Vera barked out a laugh. ‘I need more friends in low places.’

			Frances was quiet. Finally, she said, ‘And you think I’m the person to put you in contact with these kinds of people?’ Her voice was unreadable, and if she was offended by what Vera was implying, she didn’t show it.

			‘Your job at the diner,’ Vera said, not looking at Frances, but scanning the doorway as waiters and waitresses came and went. ‘You connect with people – all kinds of people. And I know you’ve made friends while you’ve been studying here in London . . . friends who might be able to help me out of this horrendous spot I’m in.’

			‘Vera, tell me honestly – is there someone threatening you? Is it your brother?’

			‘He’ll kill me,’ Vera whispered.

			There was a long pause, and a trumpet solo finished to raucous applause. In the hush of the audience, as the musicians drew breath to start their next number, Frances surprised her. This was why Vera had come to Frances for help, this fighting spirit and willingness to get stuck into problems, even when they weren’t her own. Even when vital information had been carefully left out.

			‘What if you got to him first?’ Frances said.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			The keys rattle against the metal of the filing cabinet as I deliver a swift kick to the already dented drawer. Cursing, I step backwards. My toes throb, but I give the drawer a second kick out of pure bloody-­mindedness. Pain shoots up my foot. I yelp, then let that yelp evolve into an enraged growl out of commitment to my own drama. I already know what’s inside – a small square canvas, an early painting my mum did that forms part of a collection that made her famous years ago. I haven’t thought about it in months, but a phone call this morning has my mind racing. I need to get my hands on it now.

			The drawer is secured with a rotary lock – one that I’ve known the combination to for months, and have opened once before – but after Saxon Gravesdown (the adopted nephew of my late Great ­Aunt Frances) angrily took a crowbar to it when he couldn’t get it open, the alignment of the thing is so off that it now seems to have clamped its jaws shut forever.

			I sink down on the faded rug that covers the cool flagstone floor in what I now (affectionately and somewhat warily) refer to as Great ­Aunt Frances’s murder room. It’s a small antechamber off the main library in Gravesdown Hall – the grand estate I inherited from Frances when I solved her murder – and it houses decades of research into who was up to what in the village of Castle Knoll. A collection of secrets, crimes, coincidences, odd facts, suspicious behaviour . . . Aunt Frances catalogued it all.

			

			I suspect that her collection started with only the kind of dirt that might help her identify her own killer, after her murder was foretold by a local fortune-teller named Peony Lane. But Frances started coming across so many lies and sordid pasts that she must have decided it would take years to untangle the relevance of all this information. Evidently, the only thing to do was to collect it all. Like Pokémon, but with crimes.

			The windowless room is freezing, and I long to slink back into the library with its plush carpets and roaring fire. There, the flat January light is at least some measure of evidence that a world exists beyond the drawers of cheating spouses and money launderers. But there’s a slip of paper in my pocket, one that I’ve been carrying around with me for weeks. It’s had me circling back to this room. To this drawer.

			It’s one of the last fortunes written by Peony Lane.

			And it’s mine.

			I pull the paper from my pocket for what must be the hundredth time. The single fold in the middle of it is starting to wear thin, so the paper feels fabric soft. It falls open in my palm like a tired set of butterfly wings, and I let my eyes run over the odd block letters of Peony Lane’s handwriting. I could recite the fortune in my sleep, but seeing the words written in Peony’s own hand somehow lends an extra charge to their presence.

			

			Today I’m only concerned with one line: Without its beating heart, your family will fall one by one.

			The whole fortune is a puzzle, with this line as the first riddle. I was all set to disregard it when I first read it, and I left it in a coat pocket for weeks. Until this morning, when Mum phoned from our house in Chelsea, where she’s been hard at work on a new series of paintings.

			‘It’s past time I got back to my artistic roots,’ she said. I could hear music dimly in the background, and her echoey footsteps told me she was pacing about in her basement studio. ‘I have images and feelings buried deep that shaped me as an artist, and this new series is going to pay homage to that.’

			‘That’s great, Mum,’ I said. ‘I can’t wait to see this new series when it launches.’

			‘You’ll love it, Annie, and I think you’ll love my new apprentice too.’ The clatter of brushes in turpentine jars sounded, and I could almost smell her paints. I pictured her standing in front of a large canvas, painting in large strokes while trying to keep the phone pinned to her cheek with her shoulder. ‘Fliss was something of a stray when she came to my door asking if I’d take her on, but she’s from Castle Knoll and I’ve found that talking to her about my life and my childhood there has been very therapeutic.’

			‘Apprentice?’ I blinked at this news. Mum has always been extremely private about her work – her whole process is usually shrouded in secrecy. During my childhood among the dust sheets and paint smudges in our rundown Chelsea townhouse, when she was painting she was always in a room of the house locked away, and I knew she was not to be disturbed.

			

			‘I know it’s out of character for me, but this girl is re-­training as a sculptor after a career in law, and we have some mutual acquaintances back in Castle Knoll. Her name’s Felicity Rowe and she’s only in her early thirties,’ Mum said. ‘It’s nice to have someone around the house again. Felicity is good company.’

			‘She’s living there?’ I asked. I tried to ignore the slight twinge I felt, knowing that Mum had taken in someone who she could share her art with in ways she never had with me.

			‘She needed somewhere to stay, and we’ve got all these empty rooms. And you’ll be proud of me, Annie – I’m taking your advice and remembering to lock the front door these days.’

			‘That’s good, Mum,’ I replied, smiling lightly. Mum is absent-­minded in a very typical artist kind of way. She’ll remember details from an obscure silent film but forget to file her tax return.

			I made a mental note to ask around about Felicity Rowe. Mum has never taken on students before, even when she was a star on the global art scene and was asked to do so constantly. She never gave guest lectures, did very few interviews, and certainly never visited colleges or art schools to talk about her art or her career. She wasn’t generous that way; or maybe I’m being too harsh. I think it’s more that she views her talent as something fragile, something that, if she lets too many people near, might be punctured. Like a soap bubble – beautiful, but ephemeral.

			

			There was a clatter that sounded like paintbrushes being dropped, and Mum swore under her breath. After a beat I heard her murmur, ‘Oh, I think I like that there – it’s like blood spatter.’

			‘Mum?’ I asked. I heard the music from her old radio in the background, but she didn’t reply. I imagined her staring at her easel, analysing the canvas in front of her. When she got into her art, she tended to tune out the rest of the world. ‘Do you need to go? Maybe painting while talking on the phone is taking multitasking a bit too far.’ I paused, then added, ‘Blood spatter isn’t your usual style.’

			‘It’s this new form I’m experimenting with,’ she said, and her voice was breathy in an almost enraptured way. ‘It’s getting to the heart of me,’ she added.

			‘What do you mean, the heart?’ I had the fortune in my pocket even then, and it was like that line pulsed back at me.

			‘I mean it literally and figuratively. It’s a deep study of the human heart, its chambers and vessels, and how, when rendered in paint and shown from different angles, it can be both beautiful and terrifying. There’s so much that happens when you look at the heart. You have to face your own mortality and realise there are some things you can control and some that you can’t, no matter how hard you might try.’

			It was then that I felt a sort of imperceptible click in my mind, like heavy clock hands moving one notch closer to midnight. As Mum spoke, the vibrant red colours of the small, square canvas locked away in Aunt Frances’s files were all I could think about, and the link between my fortune and Mum’s art became impossible to ignore.

			I push Mum’s voice from my thoughts as I kick the file drawer yet again, but the heat of my frustration has dimmed. My stomach growls, and in a welcome interruption, Archie Foyle’s voice floats in from down the hall, along with the smell of fresh bread.

			

			‘Beth,’ I say, wandering into the kitchen. They both look up, Beth in a signature vintage apron over a 1930s tea dress, her arms dusted in flour. Beth is rather timeless, and has a knack for making every cooking session at Gravesdown Hall look like a vintage photo shoot.

			Archie, Beth’s grandfather, has his shock of white curls tucked under a wool flat cap, and is snacking on something I can’t identify. He’s well into his seventies, but is the kind of man who never stops moving, showing no signs of slowing down. Both Archie and Beth come and go from Gravesdown Hall at their leisure – they’re both former employees of Aunt Frances and live on the neighbouring farm – and I like that there’s constant company in what would otherwise be an intimidatingly lonely house.

			‘What can I do for you, Annie?’ Beth asks.

			‘Do you know a woman named Felicity Rowe, early thirties? Apparently she’s from around here, but lives up in London now?’

			Beth thinks for a moment, while kneading some dough on the worktop. ‘Sounds vaguely familiar, but if she was at school here, she would have come after me.’

			‘I remember her,’ Archie says. Beth and I both look at him, slightly surprised. ‘Charming girl, sharp too. She went to study law in London after she broke up with her bloke here in Castle Knoll. Childhood sweethearts, they were. You know the type, the couple everyone thinks will get married.’

			

			‘Well, apparently she’s Mum’s new apprentice.’

			Archie’s eyebrows shoot up. ‘Laura? Taking Felicity on as an apprentice? That’s a strange one.’

			‘Why?’ I ask. Beth stops kneading for a moment, interested in this new turn the conversation has taken.

			‘Well, isn’t Laura best friends with Reggie Crane? Detective Rowan Crane’s dad?’ Archie asks.

			‘She is,’ I say. ‘Why would Reggie have an issue with Felicity Rowe spending time with Mum?’

			‘Well, Fliss is persona non grata in the Crane family, after things fell apart with Rowan. Broke his heart, she did.’

			I blink in surprise. Of all the hearts in Castle Knoll, Detective Crane’s is the last one I expect to hear about being broken. Beth and Miyuki, her wife, might be my closest friends in the village –­ they never make me feel like an outsider, even though I only moved here from London just last summer. But Crane and I are . . . I don’t know quite what we are. Friends, certainly, but there’s also an element of mystery in how we interact. We’re both holding things back, but in that way that you do when you only want someone to see the best of you. With Beth and Miyuki, I ramble on about whatever pops into my head over dinner once a week, and have no qualms about letting loose the less attractive laugh that only escapes after one too many glasses of Shiraz.

			And while Crane is someone who has helped me out of more than a few scrapes, he’s also been the person who has stood by and encouraged me as I work through the facts hidden in Frances’s file drawers. And we make quite a successful team – together, we’ve solved four murders. Being the local detective, Crane understands my need to get to the truth when something is afoot, and he seems to actually appreciate my sideways approach to figuring things out. The fact that he’s only just over thirty, quietly handsome, and unattached, adds a bit of electricity to our interactions.

			

			But one thing Crane and I have never had is a conversation about deeply personal things like falling in and out of love. Quite frankly I find it far easier to talk about murder. And I suspect he’d agree.

			‘So let me get this straight,’ I say carefully to Beth and Archie. ‘Mum has – out of the blue and quite uncharacteristically – taken on Detective Crane’s childhood sweetheart as her new apprentice? Probably to the chagrin of her best friend, Crane’s dad? I mean, that sounds like dusting off decades-­old village drama.’

			One side of Archie’s mouth tugs downwards, in something resembling a wince. ‘There was more to it than that,’ he says. ‘Though I’m not one to spread gossip—’

			‘Yes you are,’ Beth cuts in lightly.

			‘All right, that’s fair,’ Archie says. ‘But there’s something you should know, Annie. When Fliss ran off to London, not only did she break young Rowan’s heart, but she also stole quite a lot of money from the Crane family. Money they never got back, taken in a way they could never prove. She’s wily, that Felicity, and extremely clever.’

			The conversation lulls after Beth hands me a couple of slices of bread, still warm from the oven. I take them back to the file room with me, and the butter melts while I go back to work trying to open the stubborn drawer. I twist the rotary lock on it again and again, while trying to press the metal of the drawer inwards with the other hand. Finally, I give the handle a decent tug and the drawer opens.

			

			I reach in and take out the small canvas nestled inside. It’s only about thirty centimetres square, but as soon as I see the image, I know – I feel it in my bones – that something’s coming. That Peony Lane’s fortune is already intertwining with the events playing out around me. I shudder.

			Without its beating heart, your family will fall one by one.

			The visceral nature of the painting is as I remember it, but looking at it now I can make out the very clear shape of a human heart, under the layers of artistic licence. I can’t decide if Peony Lane’s fortune only feels important because I’ve suddenly been faced with a few things I can’t make sense of. Her fortunes work that way sometimes – you never know if they’re actually coming true as strange things unfold around you, or if your brain is looking at the strange things and assigning them significance because of the fortune.

			When my phone pings, I start, and nearly drop the painting. It’s a text from Mum.

			You there?

			I squint at my phone. An ellipsis bubbles up at the bottom of the screen, so I wait for her to finish her thought before replying. It’s classic Mum to not say everything all in one go.

			Don’t freak out. But something bloody’s been left on the doorstep.

			Another ellipsis dances about. I don’t wait for her to say more; I start typing furiously.

			What do you mean, something bloody? I fire back.

			I’m not sure, she says. A piece of an animal, maybe? It looks like an organ but I can’t figure out what. A liver?

			

			A photo pings through, and I open it. I fumble a little before zooming in on a shiny red lump that’s sitting in the ‘o’ of the Welcome written on the front mat.

			‘Or a heart,’ I murmur to myself, my throat dry.

			I won’t lie, Annie, I am a bit concerned about this, she types.

			Worry lines creep across my forehead as Peony Lane’s words ring in my ears. Without its beating heart, your family will fall one by one.

			And now there’s a heart on Mum’s doorstep.

			Could this be a warning?

			Or a threat.

			One thing’s for sure: I’ve long stopped believing in coincidences.

			With shaky hands, I wrap the painting in clean tea towels to pack into my bag. I’m already moving before I send her a final message. I’m on my way.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			20 September, 1968

			‘Registration was a week ago,’ the stern-­faced woman at the reception desk said.

			I’d known this, of course, but somehow I thought that when I turned up at the psychology department at University College London a week late, they’d make an exception for me. Perhaps I’d expected my enthusiasm would charm them – it had been oozing from every pore since I’d packed my suitcase and made my way to London. This was the fresh start I needed. No more thinking about murder – whether my own, or anyone else’s. I was going to learn about people, what keeps us going and how our minds work.

			‘I’m so sorry,’ I said. ‘I needed to work for an additional week to be able to cover the cost of moving here. I’m Frances Adams. I applied for the scholarship for women from rural areas.’ I said this hopefully, as if she could somehow magically create a second scholarship for me since I’d missed out on the first.

			Her lips thinned with annoyance, and she removed her reading glasses so that they made use of the chain around her neck. She was one of those stout older women you’d have wanted as a neighbour during the war. I could imagine her sheltering people in a carefully dug and well-­stocked bunker in her garden, the walls lined with jars of preserves and a ham radio taking up a corner. The plaque on her desk announced her as Betty Braithwaite, office manager.

			

			‘I’m aware you applied for the scholarship,’ Betty said, ‘and you didn’t get it.’ She took in my worn shoes, and my faded baby-­doll-style dress. I’d bought the navy fabric as an off-­cut and sewn it myself, then made a matching blazer using some nautical buttons off an old fisherman’s jacket I’d found in our attic in Castle Knoll. In Dorset I was seen as rather fashionable, with my ability to copy the latest styles from the magazines. In London I just felt like a child playing dress-­up.

			Betty sighed. ‘Where have you come from, then?’ Her eyes darted to my battered suitcase, and I tried to stand in front of it to disguise the stupidity of my decision to come straight to the university, rather than find somewhere to live first. I’d thought that someone here could point me in the direction of university housing, if it existed.

			A man of about my father’s age hurried in – a Black man with white stubble and wire-­framed glasses. He was wearing a tweed jacket and everything about his appearance telegraphed ‘professor’.

			‘Professor Dane, I’ll be right with you,’ Betty said, ‘as soon as I can sort out Miss Adams here.’ She shuffled papers on her desk and sighed, as if she was weighing a heavy decision.

			‘I did send a telegram to the department about my delayed arrival,’ I said. I felt she might, at any moment, tell me they’d given my place to someone on a waiting list when I failed to turn up on time.

			‘Miss Adams, what concerns me is how you plan to fund the rest of your education, if covering the cost of moving here was such a hard-­won achievement,’ Betty said.

			I could feel the eyes of the professor on me, though he looked friendly and I didn’t feel judged by him. ‘I’ll get a job, of course,’ I said.

			

			‘Your work here will be very time-­consuming.’ Betty picked up her glasses on their chain, and positioned them at the end of her nose. She examined a form on her desk, which I imagined had nothing to do with me. Perhaps she wanted to give the impression of being very busy. ‘I’ll tell you now that waitressing while trying to study will have you exhausted and unable to keep up by the end of your second week.’

			I squared my shoulders and gave Betty my best level stare. I no longer had the impression of her sheltering her neighbours during the Blitz. I imagined her in front of her bunker, deciding who was worthy of sharing her space.

			‘The variety of skills and viewpoints of students will be greatly diminished by placing administrative barriers on the working classes,’ I said. I admit I was trying very hard to sound clever enough to belong there, but I also meant it. I might be the child of people who run a bakery in the countryside, but I knew I had as much of a right to be there as someone who came in wearing nice shoes and had pockets full of cash.

			Betty looked at me over her reading glasses. ‘I didn’t realise we had a Junior Marxist on our hands. The sociology department is in the next building,’ she said curtly.

			I heard a cough from behind me. Betty and I turned to the professor, having forgotten he was there.

			‘Betty, what exactly is the issue?’ he asked. ‘From what I gather, this young lady has been granted admission to one of our courses, has been working to cover the expenses and also notified the department of her need to register late. Can you simply complete her registration, hand over her timetable, and leave her to sort out her personal finances as she sees fit?’

			I felt nicely vindicated, with a member of the academic staff coming to my defence. I was nearly brave enough to ask Betty what she had against waitresses, but I held my tongue.

			

			Betty sighed loudly, but shuffled out a form from her stack. ‘Sign here,’ she said. There was more sifting of papers, and a timetable was placed on the desk between us. ‘This is the schedule for the introductory lectures. You’ll notice they’re peppered throughout the day, and attendance is mandatory. Too many absences and you’ll be removed from your course.’

			‘Thank you,’ I said. I hated to ask the woman about housing, but it had to be done. ‘You don’t know if any rooms are still available in university housing, do you?’

			Betty scoffed, but the professor stepped forward and put up a hand between us. ‘There are a few boarding houses near the university that are women-­only. I’d recommend trying one. Here.’ He pulled a flier from a nearby bulletin board and handed it to me. ‘This one is reputable. I have a few female students staying there and I’ve heard the rooms are clean and affordable, if a bit sparse.’

			‘Thank you so much,’ I said, and gave him a genuine smile.

			‘I’ll walk with you,’ he said, and gave Betty a stern look.

			I picked up my suitcase, and nearly laughed as Betty called, ‘If you get arrested at one of those protests about the Americans in Vietnam, the university can expel you!’

			I followed the professor along the hallway, and he chuckled. ‘I’d say not to mind Betty, but in all honesty, I think rubbing her up the wrong way is a sign of good character. I like to see people push back when someone’s making an unfair judgement. I get my fair share, as one of the few Black members of staff in the department.’

			‘I hope Betty doesn’t make too much trouble for you,’ I said, because I didn’t really know what else to say.

			‘Oh, she’s the least of my worries,’ he said, and smiled in a world-­weary way that made me feel unexpectedly sad. ‘But enough of that. Let’s see which lectures they’ve put you down for in your first term.’ We stopped walking, and I handed him the piece of paper Betty had given me.

			

			‘I’ll admit to being slightly upset that I didn’t get to choose,’ I said.

			He looked at my timetable, and his brow furrowed. ‘Yes, I see what you mean. Have you looked closely at this list yet?’

			I took the paper back and examined the titles. Some sounded just right, like Introduction to the History of Psychology and Research Methods. But three others showed a trend I didn’t like. Introduction to Child Psychology, Early Childhood Development, and Behavioural Management of Children.

			‘I’m drawing a rather unfair conclusion here,’ I said.

			‘Your conclusion isn’t unfair,’ Professor Dane corrected me. ‘But the class assignments are. Here.’ He took the paper back from me, reached into his tweed blazer and brought out a pen. ‘Do you have any special interests? Neuroscience or linguistics or something like that?’

			I shook my head. ‘I’m only just beginning to discover how much is out there, in terms of ideas and fields of study. I want to learn about people,’ I said, and flushed because that answer seemed feeble. The truth was, I just wanted to change my life. I was stagnating in Castle Knoll, fixating on the fact that a fortune-­teller had predicted my murder, and I was helpless to get any answers beyond that. To make matters worse, uncovering the truth behind the murders of other people had become something of a habit recently. Murder seemed to follow me everywhere, and I was ready to turn over a fresh page.

			‘Well, in that case, let’s sign you up for a better range of lectures and seminars to give you an idea of the directions you can take in psychology. How about one of mine? Not that I’m trying to bias your trajectory,’ he said, and he smiled good-­naturedly.

			

			I laughed. ‘I’d be happy to take anything you teach. It’ll be nice to see at least one friendly face when I’m struggling to keep up with all the information flying at me.’

			‘Wonderful,’ he said. ‘There’s one that’s not entry-­level, but if I sign off on you joining, no one will argue.’ He crossed out several courses and wrote new ones in.

			‘I’m keen to dive into anything, really,’ I said. The same excitement I’d felt when I’d left Castle Knoll was bubbling up again. ‘What’s the lecture called?’

			‘Understanding the Homicidal Mind,’ he said. ‘It’s fascinating. My speciality is in the exploration of why people kill.’

			‘So you . . . study murderers,’ I said cautiously.

			‘It sounds dark, I know. If it’s not a direction you’re keen to go in, I won’t take offence.’

			‘Oh, it’s not that,’ I said. I took a long breath, realising that no matter where I went, I couldn’t outrun myself. ‘It sounds perfect for me. Sign me up.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			I’m pacing the icy front steps of Mum’s house in Chelsea, having first checked that the space is free of any suspicious animal remains. Also, I’ve remembered a rather significant detail in her romantic life that’s left me not wanting to ring the bell. Laura Adams may be good at a lot of things – creativity, taking chances, having fun – but one thing she’s never been great at is learning from her mistakes. She’ll eat too many churros before going on a roller ­coaster, or overpay for a fake antique in Bali, only to do it again when she’s presented with the same choice a second time. Or a third.

			It was naive of me to think that this pattern wouldn’t extend to the men she dates, but when I heard that she’d recently let my dad back into her life – the man who supposedly conned her out of most of the money she made when her art blew up in the nineties – I was surprised.

			Before I moved to Castle Knoll, I’d spent my life in Chelsea with just Mum, in the posh-­but-­crumbling townhouse that Great Aunt Frances let us live in after Dad left. I was only a baby when that happened, so I have no warm fuzzy memories to cling to, no hope that one day he might come back. I never found myself wishing I had a dad because I never thought of Mum as not enough. She’s rather eccentric and is, quite frankly, a train wreck administratively, so I simply learned how to do things like register myself for school and keep records of my vaccinations. And all that time, she taught me that life can be a series of small adventures whenever you want it to be.

			

			We’d put on fake accents to get free drinks, play a game where we raced across London to see how far we could travel without paying for public transport, then have a competition to see who was better at talking her way out of the fines (Mum).

			Does this make us close in the way that some of my friends are with their mums? I’ll put it this way: I’d never hesitate to call her if I needed someone to bail me out of prison. If I needed a kidney, I know she’d offer to give me both of hers before she remembered that you need at least one to stay alive. But would I come to her in need of financial advice? Absolutely not. Career help? Hard no. Relationship advice? Hell would need to freeze over for me to even consider that.

			I let my finger hover over the bell, then think better of it and pace again. It’s cold out here. I need to make a decision soon.

			My fortune plays in my head on a loop: 

			 

			Without its beating heart, your family will fall one by one. Beware the heart kept in darkness. It will be death’s catalyst if brought into the light without its proper name. Following footsteps can lead to bad places – tread lightly, or not at all. But it will be your own heart, if left unguarded, that’s ripe for the knife.

			 

			

			The words have left me unsettled, but I’m not about to go all Aunt Frances with it. I could read that final line as a prediction of my own murder if I wanted to, but it could mean a variety of other things. It could mean something will leave me broken-­hearted if I let myself be too vulnerable. It could mean pain, but not necessarily death.

			I look at the tattered welcome mat under my feet and try not to remember the animal organ sitting there. I wish Jenny were here, but I can’t rely on my best friend to shepherd me through every unpleasant thing. She’s off on a month-­long work trip to New York, so navigating the unsettling words of Peony Lane is completely up to me this time. I take a deep breath and push the bell. Really, the person I’m avoiding isn’t my mum. It’s my dad. Having never met the man, I find I’d like to keep it that way.

			‘Annie, hi!’ The door bursts open, and Mum is pulling me inside. Her blonde curls went grey a few years back, and she wears them long and rather wild, held loosely away from her face by a variety of colourful scarves. Today, she wears one that’s bright yellow and looks like hand-­dyed silk. It’s folded like an Alice band but knotted just under one ear so that the tail flows long over one shoulder. She looks far more fashionable than I ever manage.

			She notices my eyes darting around the hall, and a stern look passes over her face. ‘He’s not here,’ she says. ‘But you can’t avoid him forever.’

			‘I do love a challenge,’ I mumble, and she rolls her eyes.

			‘Honestly, Annie, you’ve never been resentful about him not being around when you were growing up. Why start now?’

			

			‘It’s the whole criminal element, actually,’ I say evenly. ‘I’d like to keep the conmen in our lives to a minimum.’

			‘We’ve been through this,’ she says. ‘He didn’t realise the investors who took my money were a Ponzi scheme. It was someone he met through work who seemed reputable.’

			‘Then why did he run?’ I cross the kitchen and step carefully over what looks like a fresh splodge of paint – or possibly congealed scrambled egg, the colour and consistency seem about the same – and poke at the open containers of takeaway balanced on the cooker.

			‘It’s more complicated than that,’ Mum says. She raises an eyebrow and I instinctively back off –­we’re veering dangerously towards sharing feelings and relationship woes.

			‘Fine,’ I say, putting my hands into the air. ‘I’m not here about that. It’s the animal part on your doorstep that’s rattled me.’ I run a hand through my own blonde curls, then give up when I hit too many tangles. ‘Maybe we should have called the police. Has anyone suspicious been hanging around lately? Anything else weird you’ve noticed?’

			Mum blinks at me for a moment, like she’s not following, and then her features soften. ‘Honestly, Annie, it was just a random occurrence.’ She waves a hand to indicate how little she cares, but her eyes dart behind me briefly towards the door. ‘I’ve decided it’s nothing. Really.’ She gives me a thin smile – evidence enough that my trip here wasn’t for nothing. She’s worried.

			She crosses over to the takeaway boxes and busies herself shuffling them into stacks. There’s a silence and I watch as unease grows in the pinch between her shoulders. ‘Can we change the subject, please? It must have been half-­eaten prey left behind by some fox or cat, nothing more.’ Finally she turns to face me, exasperation plain on her face. ‘But I’m flattered that you came to visit. You’re overdue anyway.’ She smiles again, this time more warmly.

			

			I sigh. ‘Okay, fine, no more talk of dead animals.’

			‘Or suspicious characters hanging about,’ Mum adds, one corner of her mouth lifting. ‘When I need a detective, I’ll ask for one.’

			‘Fair enough,’ I say. ‘In that case, I’m extremely interested in the gossip about this new apprentice you’ve taken on. Did you know she’s Rowan’s ex-­girlfriend?’

			Mum doesn’t bite – or not in the way I want her to. She offers no back story about Felicity Rowe, gossip or otherwise.

			‘Oh, Felicity!’ she exclaims. Her expression shifts instantly as relief at the change of topic washes over her face. ‘You’ll love Fliss, honestly. She’s so vibrant and interesting, always coming up with ways to get out into the world and push boundaries. She just gives off, I don’t know, an energy.’

			‘So does plutonium,’ I mutter.

			Mum either doesn’t hear or chooses to ignore me. ‘It’s been something of a revelation being the person who has knowledge to share when it comes to navigating the art world,’ she continues.

			‘What’s her art like?’ I ask. I’m trying to ignore the uncomfortable feeling I get when I hear Felicity described as vibrant and interesting. I may be the one Mum relies on to keep the water running when she’s forgotten to pay the bill, but when it comes to the more colourful aspects of her life, I can’t keep pace with her. What must it be like for her to finally have someone who injects just as much creativity and vibrancy into a day as she does? Someone who isn’t just along for the ride, but who designs the roller ­coaster?

			

			My thoughts shift to Rowan Crane. I’d thought that, around him, I was the exciting one. But what if that’s all in my head? His past includes falling for someone like Felicity (who I’m starting to think of as a vivacious femme fatale), while all this time I’ve just been ordinary old Annie, meddling in his cases and not being nearly as interesting as I think I am.

			‘Her art is, well, it’s in progress,’ Mum says.

			There’s something in her voice that makes me pause, something she isn’t saying. ‘You sound like her art might not be to your liking,’ I say cautiously.

			‘That’s not what I said,’ Mum replies, and her voice is clipped.

			I startle at the quick change in her tone. ‘Well, why did you take her on as an apprentice? She’s not a painter, right? You said she was a sculptor,’ I say.

			Mum looks at me for a beat too long. ‘That’s the second time you’ve asked why I took her in. Why is it so strange that I want to help a fellow artist?’

			‘Aside from the fact that you’ve never done it before?’

			‘Well, I’m doing it now. And I have my reasons,’ she says. ‘So we’ll just be leaving it at that.’ She speaks with a forced breeziness, but her tone sounds final.

			Now I’m fully convinced that something strange is going on in the arrangement Mum has with Felicity. I’m worried maybe she was coerced into taking her in, or she’s being manipulated. What apprentice needs to move in with their mentor?

			

			‘Is Felicity around?’ I ask. If curiosity is going to eat me alive, I might as well kick off the banquet. And it would be one way to get some answers, if only through observation. ‘I’d love to meet her.’

			Mum takes a pair of chopsticks and dips them into what looks like cold chow mein. ‘I haven’t seen her since last night,’ she says, her mouth half full of noodles. ‘We were at a gallery opening in Marylebone and she was chatting all night with a really good-­looking man who was a buyer for a collector. Sadiq, I think his name was. My guess is she stayed the night with him. She’s irresistible like that, always making conquests.’ Mum puts the now-empty container on the table, and I stare at it, trying not to think too hard about Felicity’s irresistible ways.

			I busy myself with collecting the takeaway cartons, annoyed that I feel like a teenager again. ‘Is there a bin bag?’ I ask. ‘I’ll clear all this up.’ As I look around the kitchen, I notice rubbish has accumulated on worktops, and recycling is teetering in a pile in the corner.

			‘Oh, Fliss used them all the other day. I think she must have needed them for a project or something. She grabbed the whole roll, and I haven’t been to the shops to get more yet. Here.’ She hands me an empty Tesco bag. ‘You’ll have to go to the skip around the corner. The main bin’s full.’

			I sigh, but dutifully fill the bag with as much kitchen detritus as I can force into it. The freezing air is welcome as I emerge onto the doorstep. It’s funny how quickly the comforts of this familiar house can wear thin. Being away from the paint splodges and accumulated chaos had me romanticising everything, but ten minutes at home and I see them for what they are –­ the evidence of someone who, while she’s always been the adult in my life, is in need of looking after.

			

			I trudge down the steps and turn right, rounding the corner that the house sulks on, and walk to where the fence of our property ends. A small alleyway ends abruptly with a brick wall that separates us from the back of a block of flats. A large metal skip sits against the wall, its black plastic lid keeping the rats out. I inhale sharply as a large orange tom- cat slinks out from underneath, and I think again about the bloody present left on the front step.

			‘Were you the culprit?’ I ask the cat. It winds around my ankles and then wanders off, perhaps in search of scraps somewhere else. Normally I like to pet the neighbourhood cats, but today I stride over to the bin and throw back the heavy lid.

			I have to stand on tiptoe to heave the Tesco bag over the edge, but as I’m about to let go of it, my focus lands on a rippling fan of red hair. My eyes trace the hair to the roots, finding it attached to the porcelain skin of a body splayed inside the skip. Distantly I hear the crumple of the Tesco bag as it drops to my side. My hands shake as I struggle to get my phone out to dial the police. Each breath is strained and my head swims. I try not to look but can’t help noticing that her eyes are open and glassy. When I close my own, all I can see is bloodstained clothes, and the gaping crater in her chest. I swallow hard at the implications of that.

			I dial 999, and somehow get out the basic information. ‘I’ve found a dead girl in a skip . . . There’s so much blood, and I think her heart is missing . . . Where? Chelsea, Tregunter Road . . . No, her heart. I think it’s missing.’ The voice at the other end of the line barely registers in my mind. I think I’m arguing with the emergency operator, but then I’m sitting in the alley, and I’ve hung up. I’m trying to look anywhere but at the skip, as the orange cat returns and rubs against my shins.

			

			This is clearly the body of Felicity Rowe. I’d googled her name on the train out of the morbid curiosity of wanting to know what an ex-­girlfriend of Crane’s looked like. I found some of her social media accounts, and a rather empty web page devoted to her sculptures that simply said, ‘Watch this space.’

			She was pretty in a quirky way, with the kind of pixie pointed chin and double-­bun hairstyle you’d see among Mum’s crowd. She wasn’t who I’d picture with Crane, but then, we all looked different as teenagers.

			But now the image of her lying dead in a skip is superimposed over the smiling Instagram pictures I’d seen earlier.With every breath I’m taking, the scenario beats against my skull –­ the blood, the glassy eyes, the odd angles of her arms and legs.

			She was lying on a pile of bin bags, which wouldn’t have been significant normally, given that she was in the bin. But the flimsy plastic had torn in places, and bright canvases were showing through. A stack of them.

			They were painted in an unmistakable style, a style I’d know anywhere. 

			I put my head between my knees and breathe. As I try not to faint from the shock of the whole grisly scene, my brain does what it seems to do best lately. It absorbs a shocking discovery, and out of the information gathered
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