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Chapter 1

The day I lost Edwin, I think my paintbrush knew before I did.

The studio was silent except for the sounds of bristles stroking against canvas, the rain splattering at the high windows, and the murmur of Mr. Poynter’s instructions as he moved among the students. There was nothing to disturb me, and I should have been able to fix my attention perfectly upon the painting on my easel.

But without warning, as if propelled by some contrary part of my brain, my wrist jerked and my brush jittered across the canvas like a live thing, marring my half-finished landscape. It landed on the floor, spattering crimson paint outward in a small, delicate fan of specks, like poppies dotting a field. The room fell silent, paintbrushes paused, and for one frozen moment all I could do was stare.

A gentle cough drew my gaze to Mr. Poynter, who looked over from where he stood beside another student’s easel. His gray eyebrows rose into crescents, his mouth parted between his thick mustache and fulsome beard—and then, as I fumbled something between an apology and an explanation, he shrugged and managed an understanding smile before he turned away.

I laid the dirtied paintbrush in the tray and knelt to wipe up the paint with a cloth. Taking a moment to regain my equanimity, I stepped back to survey my progress and felt a pang of disappointment. In my mind was a low stone farmhouse and a weathered barn flanked by a newly plowed field, the dirt a deep, rich umber, and an absinthe-green meadow edged by dusky apple trees—a scene I’d observed as a child from inside a railway carriage. The image appeared to my mind with utter clarity, down to the beveled wooden edge of the window that framed it like a picture. Usually I could transfer that clarity onto the canvas, but today it was going badly. I took a deep breath, inhaling the pungent smells of linseed oil and turpentine. Then I chose a fresh brush and began to repair the damage the errant stroke had done to the meadow.

The mishap betrayed the unease that had been clawing at me all morning. Its source was no mystery: I hadn’t heard from Edwin yet this week, and it brought back all too sharply the period in his life when he would vanish for a few days or even a fortnight. My parents and I would have an anxious time of it until eventually he skulked home, thin and shame-faced, every shilling gambled away or spent, his mouth sloppy from opium. Each time, he’d promise to do better, but his resolution never held for long. After my parents died, it was my door he’d skulk toward, usually appearing late in the afternoon, with telltale bits of pigment on his hands and purplish shadows under his eyes, mumbling that he’d been working. I didn’t inquire too closely, and it was only later I found out about the forgeries. Since being released from prison, Edwin swore he was finished with his dissolute habits and would find a way to pursue his artistic career within the law. Indeed, in the last four months, he had exhibited many signs of sincerity; but I had seen him earnestly repentant before. Now it—

“Miss Rowe.”

I started and nearly dropped my brush again.

Geoffrey Wright, at the next easel, leaned toward me, his voice low. “Are you all right? You look awfully pale. Perhaps you belong”—a faint pause, as if for delicacy—“at home.” The solicitous tone was belied by the half-lowered eyelids and the disdainful set to his mouth. He was one of the men who deeply resented the presence of women at the school, although the founder, Mr. Slade, had made our inclusion a central tenet when he’d established it. More than once, I’d heard Mr. Wright declaiming how the classes on anatomical drawing were all but useless because the model’s loins had to be draped when women were present.

“Mr. Wright.” Mr. Poynter’s voice carried a warning.

Like children chastised for a prank, we turned guiltily to look at our professor. But we saw only his back, his hands clasped behind and his head of tidy gray hair inclined toward Miss Stokes’s still life.

Mr. Wright shot me a baleful look before he retreated behind his easel.

I pushed aside my annoyance and worry and summoned my attention back to my canvas.

I knew I was lucky to be here. Unlike Edwin, whose genius for painting had been evident early on, I’d come more slowly and uncertainly to my scrap of talent. I’d been accepted at the Slade School on the basis of two paintings that I could see now were poorly conceived and, though energetic, not well handled. After many missteps, I’d begun to win some approval from Mr. Poynter for what he called “the small scene,” but I’d also begun to understand just how limited my education had been, particularly in comparison with that received by the young men in the class. At times I felt a wretched inadequacy, and though most of the men were kinder than Mr. Wright, often I felt embarrassed at my ignorance. So I spent my evenings reading books on subjects such as geography and history and my days doing my diligent best to accomplish what Mr. Poynter asked.

My work finished for the afternoon, I washed my brushes, set them bristles-end-up in the tin buckets, and hung my smock on one of the wooden hooks on the wall. Fishing in the umbrella rack, I found my own frayed black specimen, still damp from this morning. I opened it as I exited the Slade’s airy marble rotunda and braced it against the drizzle as I started up Charing Cross Road toward Edwin’s flat.

Since he’d been let out of prison, we had been meeting every other Tuesday, at his request. Typically he sent a message to my rooms on Monday evening, arranging to have dinner in a pub or chophouse somewhere near the Slade, though on one particularly pleasant day, we met for a walk in a nearby park. His manner was often subdued, and our conversation was prone to moments when both of us broke the silence at once, without the ease we’d had as children. Admittedly, I had a part in this: I kept him at some distance, for I was chary of believing wholeheartedly his claims of reform, although his recent steadiness had raised my hopes more than I let him see. But here it was Tuesday afternoon, and I hadn’t a word from him. While a part of me was prepared for him to resume his erratic ways, his missive could have been lost, and it wasn’t much out of my way to go to his rooms.

I turned off Charing Cross and walked halfway down Judson Place to the building where Edwin rented a room. It was a narrow redbrick house, with two dormer windows like eyes peering out from under a frowning brow. Once a family home, it had been divided into three flats, one on each floor. I went inside the building and started up the thinly carpeted stairs to the top, grasping the wooden banister worn smooth by years of palms and polishing cloths. My own flat, closer to the school, was on an uppermost floor as well. The stairs were a bother, especially when I had items to carry, but like Edwin, I found the light that came through upper windows better for painting. I rounded the landing, already raising my hand to knock.

Oddly, Edwin’s door stood wide open. He was nowhere to be seen, but inside his room were two strange men dressed in dark coats. Their backs were to me, and they were bent over, sifting carelessly through Edwin’s paintings stacked against the wall. The sight halted me at the threshold, my hand on the doorframe, and I felt a flare of indignation. “What are you doing?” I demanded. “Who are you?”

Even as the words burst from me, I took in the pieces of broken gilt frames on the floor, a chair flipped on its side, a long rent in the curtain that separated this room from the bedroom—and a sudden fear made me shrink back.

The men pivoted and stood upright. I am taller than average for a woman, but both of them were a full head taller than I and broad of shoulder. Their eyes examined me with peculiar acuteness, taking in every detail from my facial features to the damp hem of my dress. Perhaps they saw my alarm, for a quick look passed between them, and the elder of the two stepped forward: “Don’t be afraid, miss. I’m Chief Inspector Martin, of Scotland Yard.” He jerked his chin toward the other man. “This is Inspector Matthew Hallam.”

My heart sank, and my fright gave way to weary disappointment and vexation. It seemed I’d been right to hold my hopes in abeyance. Edwin’s resolve to live lawfully was apparently as flimsy as ever. Given the state of his room, there had probably been a dire urgency to his departure.

“Good afternoon, miss.” Mr. Hallam was perhaps five-and-twenty, with wavy brown hair and a countenance that would have made a handsome portrait. “Are you a friend of Mr. Rowe’s?”

I suppressed a sigh. “I’m his sister.”

The chief inspector’s head tipped forward. “Is your name Annabel?”

That made me start. “Yes. How did you know?”

“Miss.” Inspector Hallam’s measured voice drew my gaze back to him. “When did you last see him?”

“Two weeks ago.”

“And you haven’t heard from him since?”

“No,” I replied, wrapping the folds of my umbrella around its ribs. “What has he done?”

Another significant look between them. Clearly they were reluctant to shock me. “It’s all right,” I assured them. “You can say it.”

The inspector’s expression softened. “I’m afraid he’s gone, miss.”

“I’ve gathered that much,” I said resignedly. Edwin had likely taken up gambling again and run off rather than face his debtors.

“Miss?” The inspector seemed to await a response.

I knotted the umbrella’s ties to hold it closed. “I assume he owes someone money, and you’re here to recover what you can.”

The chief inspector spoke up, his voice gruff: “I’m afraid you misunderstand. Your brother is dead.”

Dead.

My eyes flicked back to the younger inspector. He saw I hadn’t grasped the meaning of his gentler word, and he winced in regret and sympathy.

For a moment, everything was unnaturally silent.

I reached for the nearest chair and sat down, averting my face. All I could feel was my heart thudding in my chest.

Years ago, as a child, I fell out of a tree and landed on my back. I had the sensation of my entire rib cage flattening forcibly to the thickness of a washboard, and as I lay there, staring up at the leafy branches, I remember thinking, I shall never be able to breathe again. This is how it feels to die.

I had the same sensation now.

I sat there for some minutes in silence. Neither man broke it. And eventually, unbidden, as my breath returned, came the thought—

Of course Edwin is dead. Of course.

I had anticipated this event so many times. Feared it, longed to prevent it, considered ways to save him, and woken in terror from nightmares of Edwin lying bloody and beaten in improbable places such as vacant museums and the alleys behind railway stations. And now, here it was, and despite all my dread of it, I couldn’t take it in, couldn’t find the edges of it, like a canvas too large for my reach. My eyes cast about his room, and the very shapes of the world nearby—rectangles, ovals, dark and light lines—seemed to have neither their proper dimensions nor their usual distances from me.

I heard one of the men, as if from far away: “Miss, are you all right?”

“Of course,” I managed. My eyes sought something close and dropped to the rip in the forefinger of my glove in my lap. Only a small hole. Not precisely circular and changing shape as I moved my finger. Little more than a fray, really. Easily mended.

The young inspector knelt down beside me, and my eyes met his. They were blue. Almost cerulean. I’d used the color that very day for the sky in my painting. A wonderfully stable pigment, without tinges of green or purple, but not as opaque as cobalt.

“Miss?” The steadiness in his voice dragged me back to the present, and from somewhere inside me rose a violent wave of disbelief and denial.

“Who did you say you were?” I demanded.

“Inspector Hallam.”

“You’re not wearing a uniform.” My voice was truculent to the point of rudeness.

The man’s expression told me he understood perfectly well why I didn’t want to believe a word he said. But he only replied patiently, “No, miss. We’re plainclothesmen. We don’t wear them.”

“And how do you know for certain he’s dead?”

“We found him here, about five hours ago. He’s been removed to the morgue.”

“But how can you be certain it’s Edwin? It could be someone else you found. And my brother has gone missing before, many times. He could have let the room to a friend.” Not that I’d ever met any of his friends.

“His landlady confirmed it was Mr. Rowe.”

My stomach twisted and my mind scrambled to find an explanation, but hope was fading, and my words came faintly: “She might just have said so, to avoid trouble.”

The inspector stood and went to a stack of paintings that rested on their edges beside a box of wooden stretcher bars. He sifted through, removed one, and turned it toward me. “Is this your brother?”

It was a painting I’d made of Edwin years ago, in front of his easel. Father had gone fishing in Scotland for several weeks, and Edwin had returned home temporarily, occupying himself with making a portrait of my mother for her birthday. I’d been at my own easel, trying to catch Edwin at the moment when his brush paused and he looked over at me to smile, one of those crooked grins that began on the right side of his mouth, extended to the left side, and then to his eyes. His hair was a burnished copper that seemed to glow from within and had never darkened to auburn the way mine had. He wore it longer than my father approved, but privately I thought it suited Edwin’s lanky frame, as did the loose white shirt, rolled to the elbows. I hadn’t finished the painting, for his spaniel was still only a brown blur under the easel, but I’d caught something of Edwin’s playfulness, a rarity by then. The day Edwin finished Mother’s portrait, he’d put his paints away and scrubbed his hands and nails scrupulously clean of pigment. By the time my father arrived home, just in time for dinner and bearing a tidily wrapped gift for Mother, Edwin was back in the attitude my father despised most, slouched indolently in a chair, glancing over the racing pages in a newspaper.

“Is this your brother?” Inspector Hallam asked again.

Mutely I nodded.

He placed the painting back on the stack, the image of Edwin facing out.

I felt a jab of pain, seeing my brother so vibrantly alive. It had been a true representation, once.

“Can you turn it away,” I choked out. “Please.”

He did as I asked.

At the moment when the chief inspector told me Edwin was dead, I felt a complete revulsion, an absolute dread of knowing the particulars. So long as I couldn’t match his words to any picture I imagined, it couldn’t be real. But now, the words slipped from my lips: “How did he die?”

I half expected the inspector to prevaricate, or demur. Instead he ran his hand across the soft area just below his rib cage. “He was stabbed.”

“But where?” I gestured to the floor.

His head tipped to the side. “It occurred in the bedroom.”

I stared at the bedraggled curtain separating the two rooms—began to rise—

“Miss, you can’t go in there,” the chief inspector said. “There’s no point in you seeing the—the evidence, and it needs to remain undisturbed.”

The evidence.

The image of a smear of blood on the floor entered my brain, and sickened, I sank back down. “When did it happen?”

“Yesterday, possibly around this time. Maybe earlier.”

I’d slept last night as usual and spent the whole day at the Slade, not knowing.

And yet knowing, too.

“Miss, do you know anyone who might have been angry with him?” the inspector asked.

A sound, something between a laugh and a groan, came involuntarily from between my lips. I could think of plenty of people who might fit that description over the years—because Edwin had beaten them at gambling, or had purchased items on credit and refused to pay, or had forged one of their paintings. Not to mention myself, for I’d once been so angry with him that I had sworn I’d never speak to him again. And then there were those whom he might have injured when he’d been drunk at a pub or drugged in an opium den—people he might not even remember and whom I certainly didn’t know.

“Perhaps we should begin with a simpler question,” Inspector Hallam said, his voice gentle. “Would you like to tell your parents?”

“They’re dead.”

As usual, my statement was followed by an uncomfortable, apologetic silence.

“Have you any siblings?”

“No. Only Edwin.”

He winced again. “I’m so sorry. I . . .” His voice trailed off, and he drew a wooden chair over so he could sit facing me, elbows on his knees, his hands clasped loosely, his eyes on mine. “Were you twins?”

I shook my head. “He’s older, by a few years.”

“There’s a fair resemblance.”

“The hair, I know.”

“And the eyes.”

Green like pond scum, Edwin had once said, his voice derisive. But how did the inspector know? Had Edwin’s eyes been open in death? A vision of my brother’s body sprawled, his eyes wide and fixed on the ceiling, a knife handle protruding from his abdomen, appeared in my mind with the clarity of a completed picture. Horror constricted my throat like a drawstring on a reticule.

“Was he expecting you today?” Inspector Hallam asked.

I forced the words out: “Yes—well, no. I mean, we usually see each other on Tuesdays but not here.”

“Were you worried about him?”

That was impossible to answer briefly. “Why do you ask?”

“Your expression when you arrived.”

I hesitated.

“That happens with siblings sometimes,” he said. “They sense when something’s amiss.”

Amiss was such an inadequate word, for all that had gone badly with Edwin for so long.

The inspector said something, but my thoughts were far away from this room and didn’t return in time to draw the words out of the air.

“I beg your pardon?” I asked.

“Er—it’s no matter.” He shook his head. “How old was he?”

I knew this was a question I should be able to answer. Still, it took a moment. I strained to recall that it was mid-September. His birthday was the ninth of October. “Nearly six-and-twenty.”

“The landlady said he lived alone. Was he engaged? Or did he have any special attachments?”

The question struck with the force of a blow. At our last meeting, Edwin had mentioned almost too casually a young woman he’d met—someone’s sister—Charlotte or Caroline—

But he would never be engaged or marry now. Never have children—

“Miss?”

I looked up.

“Any special attachments?” he repeated patiently.

“No.”

“And what did he do for work?”

“Any number of things.” My gaze brushed the stacks of framed canvases around the room. “He’s a painter.”

“Yes. There are a variety of styles and topics.”

Though his voice was mild, I heard the implicit question. “Obviously, most of these are copies, which he’s done legally,” I said, a note of defensiveness creeping into my voice. “People commission him to reproduce artwork because he’s adept at matching techniques and colors. But he also paints originals sometimes, and lately, he’s cleaned and restored paintings for several galleries here in London.”

He gestured to the space on the wall behind me. “Is that one of his?”

I craned my neck to look. It was a painting I’d done of a young girl and her father at a fruit stall in a market. Goodness knows why Edwin had saved it. The man’s hands were choosing the fruit for a well-dressed woman with a pretty wicker basket—but at the time I hadn’t been able to properly paint the shape of his curved fingers, or the age spots on his hands, and they came out looking misshapen and diseased. And I hadn’t been able to capture his daughter’s feelings to my satisfaction, either. Her loyalty to her father, her boredom at the end of a long day, and her shame at observing his need to please this woman had come out a muddle.

I turned back. “No, it’s mine. Edwin would have done better.”

He let that pass. “Two weeks ago, where did you see him?”

“We met at a pub near the Slade. I’m a student there.”

“And how did he seem?”

I wasn’t sure how to answer. But he waited silently, and finally I sighed. “He wasn’t a lighthearted person. If you don’t know already, I imagine you’ll find out soon enough. He was caught forging a while back, by one of yours, and put in prison for nearly a year. He was released a few months ago.”

A look of sudden comprehension. “I see.” He tipped his head sideways toward the broken frames. “Do you have any idea what happened here?”

“None at all,” I answered helplessly.

“Hallam.”

We both looked up. The chief inspector beckoned, and as the two men vanished behind the torn curtain, I went to the window to look out. Immediately below was a rusty metal gutter filled with the detritus of the city—gray dust and ash, sticks and bits of string, the scraps of what looked like old pigeon nests, now empty.

“Goodbye, Miss Rowe.”

I turned. The chief inspector was standing near the door, his hat in hand.

“Goodbye,” I echoed uncertainly, for Mr. Hallam showed no signs of departing.

As the door closed behind the chief, I turned to the inspector.

“You’re staying?” I asked in some dismay, for I desperately wanted to be alone.

“Yes.” He rested a hand lightly on Edwin’s desk. “And if you’re feeling up to it, I’d like your help.”

“With what?”

“Searching this room. We’ve examined the bedroom, but we’d only just begun in here when you arrived. We want to find anything that might provide a hint about”—the briefest hesitation—“why this happened. It sounds as if you’re his closest relation, and you might notice something out of place, or something missing.”

I winced. I didn’t like the idea of going through Edwin’s things. I dreaded what I might find.

“I know this might be difficult, and perhaps it’s too much to ask right now.” His expression was solicitous, even apologetic. “But the sooner we begin to gather a sense of your brother’s life, the more likely it is we’ll find who did this. Unfortunately, in these cases, time often matters.”

I felt my head bobbing mechanically.

“If you’d rather, I can look while you sit here.” He righted the wooden chair. “And if I have questions, I can ask. I’ll try to bother you as little as possible.”

I swallowed. “No. I’ll help you. I’m all right.”

He let me see his appreciation. “Thank you.”

The inspector and I searched for the next hour or so, looking for anything that might hint at a motive for killing Edwin or anything out of the ordinary. Edwin’s furnishings offered little in the way of comfort, but he had dozens of canvases, a trunk, a bookcase with sketchbooks, a desk and worktable laden with notes and papers. Every so often Mr. Hallam would ask me about something he found, or attempt to engage me in some sort of conversation. Perhaps he found the silence awkward, but I had no wish to talk and answered largely in monosyllables. Dutifully I examined Edwin’s items of correspondence, sifted through the meager contents of his wardrobe, examined the paintings, and paged through his copy of Osborn’s Handbook on oil painting and a tattered pattern book of frame styles. I inspected brushes, knives, pots of gesso, bottles of turpentine, the long slender gilder’s blade, an agate burnisher, horsehair cloth, and two aprons stained with colors from tawny turmeric yellow to rose madder. But they told me nothing, and my overwhelming feeling was of remorse mingled with grief, a sense of erasing Edwin’s presence. With each object I touched, Edwin’s hands were no longer the last to hold them.

As daylight faded, I began to tire. My nerves had been taut for too long. Perhaps the inspector sensed my exhaustion, for as he replaced various items in Edwin’s trunk, he said, “I don’t think there’s much else to be done here.”

He laid the faintest emphasis on the last word, and in my state of heightened anxiety, I heard a demand. “Where do we have to go next?”

He looked at me rather blankly.

“Do you mean the morgue?” I asked.

“Goodness, no.” He shifted a few items about so the lid would close, and he let it down with a soft thump. “There’s no need. He’s been identified adequately.”

“But—but I need to see him,” I said with a sudden desperation.

The skin around his eyes tightened in sympathy, and his voice was gentle: “You’ll see him at the funeral, properly, won’t you? I imagine you’ve a church?”

I nodded. “Y-yes. St. Barnabas in Wilkes Street.”

“Then I suggest you wait until then. Truly, it’s for the best.”

Numbly, I nodded. “All right.”

“May I take you somewhere?” he asked as he reached for his large black overcoat. “To a friend’s house, perhaps?”

I’d formed a few casual friendships among the women students, and if I’d shown up on their doorstep, they’d certainly have been kind. But I didn’t want their company. I needed to be alone.

I shook my head. “I can manage. I don’t live far.”

As I donned my coat, a constable arrived, took a seat on the wooden chair, drew a lamp close, and opened a newspaper. Clearly he was there to keep watch over Edwin’s room.

I walked home slowly in the lowering dusk. A lamplighter was making his way down the other side of the street, and the sight of the woolly circles of light working against the foggy darkness halted me. If I’d had to paint a scene that suggested the quality of my memories of Edwin, I might not have found a more fitting image than this deepening gray world lit too sparsely by pale gold. I only knew portions of Edwin’s life myself, and from those, I had furnished Mr. Hallam with the most cursory sketch of my brother’s character and habits. Of course even in a completed portrait, some attributes are put forth—etched onto the countenance or signaled by the presence of a family crest or a musical instrument—while other aspects are merely suggested or left off the canvas altogether. I heard Mr. Poynter’s voice in my mind: No portrait is ever a complete representation of its subject.

The lamplighter passed me by, and I watched his receding figure. He raised his stick to illuminate one lamp at a time, each one smaller and dimmer than the last, until he vanished from view.

I willed the tears away and kept on for home.





Chapter 2

In my own room, I lit a lamp, laid a fire in the stove, wrapped a blanket around my shoulders, and sank into my comfortable armchair, one that belonged to my mother before she died.

My eyes must have traced the crisscross pattern on the stove’s cast-iron door dozens of times, in an attempt to find something familiar, a perception that remained constant rather than shifting from moment to moment. Night had fallen, and the shadows thrown onto the walls by the lamp merged and darkened at the edges as I tried to fix in my mind the fact of Edwin’s death. While I’d felt the truth of it when I stood in his rooms, now it eluded me, like something caught out of the corner of my eye, vanishing when I turned to look at it straight on. Perhaps if we had met more regularly, his absence would carry more weight. As it was, it merely felt like another of the many days in the past decade when I hadn’t seen him.

But sitting in my mother’s chair, my mind turned to her and how, if there was something to be grateful for, it was that she wasn’t here for this. She loved Edwin more than she loved anyone, including my father. Spoilt but charming, Edwin was quick with a smile, and when he was a child and had transgressed one of my father’s strict rules, a few words of excuse usually won Mother to his side and led her to intercede with my father to reduce his punishment. Mother said once that Edwin could wheedle his way out of a box nailed shut. She’d said it with a sort of amused pride; my father retorted sharply, that was precisely what worried him, for Edwin might go on in this way until he ended up in the sort of nailed box one put underground. Mother’s lips had pressed together, and she’d replied shortly, “Albert! That isn’t funny in the least!” But I’d seen that Father hadn’t been joking.

Edwin wasn’t yet seven when his abilities became apparent. Almost immediately, the atmosphere in the house became filled with a peculiar excitement and tension. My father began to demand hours of practice from Edwin, while my mother intervened, pleading for moderation as Edwin began to resent my father’s coercion. I was mostly left out of that fraught triangle—beyond the frame, as it were. For years, I watched as my parents grew increasingly bitter toward each other, with my mother’s indulgence attempting to compensate for my father’s frustration over Edwin wasting his God-given talent. Now all of them were gone, and the irony was this: from what I’d seen in Edwin’s room, it seemed he had perhaps begun to devote himself productively and sensibly to his art, in a way both of my parents might have approved—

A knock at the door startled me. The sky outside my window was black, the lamp had gone out, and the only light in the room came from around the edges of the stove’s door.

“Who is it?” I called.

“Annabel, it’s Felix.” His voice was taut, and I knew he’d somehow heard about Edwin.

“Just a moment.” I laid aside the blanket and opened the door. Our family friend, Felix Severington, who’d been with my father at Oxford, stood with his right palm against the door-frame, as if in need of its support. His coat was buttoned over his portly figure; his thinning brown hair was windblown; and his fleshy face—he often reminded me of a jowly, sad-eyed bloodhound—was florid from the climb up the stairs. His expression was severely distressed.

“Your landlady—let me up,” he said, in two separate breaths.

I nodded. Mrs. Trask knew him by sight. “You heard about Edwin, then.”

“Just now. I wasn’t sure you were here,” he said. “Your windows are dark.”

“Yes. I was . . . just sitting.”

I drew the door wide so he might enter and lit two lamps while Felix undid the buttons on his coat, shrugged out of it, and hung it and his hat on the rack by the door.

There was a time when I was afraid of Felix—when my memories of him were inextricably tied to my father’s irritable bouts of whiskey drinking in the parlor. But Felix had been nothing but decent to me since my parents’ death, and from what Edwin said Felix hadn’t taken anything stronger than ale in years. I believe Felix felt a special affinity for my brother, for Felix had once revealed that he had been a disappointment to his own father, who had urged him to enter the family business of steel manufacturing. Felix had refused, choosing to study art and history in Paris. Now Felix worked at Bettridge’s auction house, where he specialized in European paintings, consigning them for auction and preparing them for sale.

I pulled over a wooden seat, leaving the comfortable armchair for him. “Who told you?”

He lowered his bulk, crushing the cushions. “I stopped by his flat on my way home. There’s a constable stationed there, keeping watch.”

I felt a poke of surprise. “Do you visit Edwin often?”

He shrugged. “Once or twice a week, since he was released. Tonight I wanted to check on the painting he’s restoring for us. For Bettridge’s, that is. Did he tell you about it?”

Edwin had never mentioned either Felix’s visits or his work for the auction house, and the omission gave me a vague feeling of being excluded. “No, he didn’t,” I replied. “It was kind of you to give him work.”

He looked at me oddly. “Well, he’s extraordinarily adept, as you know.”

“Yes, of course,” I said. There was a moment of silence, and then I added, “I’m sure you’ll be allowed to retrieve the painting soon.”

“I hope so.” His broad forehead furrowed with worry. “I hope it isn’t gone.”

“Was it valuable?”

A snort. “It’s the most important lot in our forthcoming auction of eighteenth-century French paintings.”

I rewrapped the blanket around me. “What is it?”

“A Boucher.”

“A Boucher?” I attempted to reproduce his nuanced French pronunciation, but it came out “boo-shay,” and he winced.

“It’s a portrait of Madame de Pompadour, done not long after she was made the royal courtesan.”

His words made my mouth go dry. At the auctions I’d attended, Bettridge’s had offered paintings valued at two or three hundred pounds at most. A portrait of King Louis XV’s mistress rendered by François Boucher would be worth at least two or three thousand.

“It’s an unusual portrait because although he painted Madame several times, as you know”—he turned a palm toward me—“those canvases were done later. They were also much larger, and they showed her in formal dress. This one is the size of a kit-cat”—his hands sketched a frame approximately three feet high and a little more than two feet wide—“but in the style of a three-quarters, and it includes her hand, here.” He touched his collarbone. “You know Boucher does perfect hands. Your brother recognized it immediately, of course. He said it wouldn’t take long to clean as the owner had treated it with care. I was supposed to return for it the day after tomorrow. I do hope it’s still there.”

I gnawed at my lip, dreading telling him. “Felix, I don’t think it is.”

His eyebrows shot up in alarm. “Why do you say so?”

“I was in his flat all afternoon, looking through his things, and I didn’t see a Boucher. And now that I think of it, there was an empty frame of the proper style and size. Gilt on wood, about four inches thick, probably eighteenth century. It was one of several in pieces on the floor.”

He rubbed his fingertips over his forehead so hard it went white and then red. “Oh God,” he said heavily. “Yes, that could have been it.”

“I’m sorry, Felix. I hope I’m wrong, but—”

“No, I’m sorry, Annabel,” he interrupted. “I don’t mean to suggest you should be worrying about a painting when of course Edwin’s death is devastating.” He pushed himself to standing and paced slowly around the room.

“What is it?”

He turned to face me, the lines of strain cutting deep into the flesh around his mouth. “I’m . . . well, what if the painting was the reason someone killed him?”

I sank backward into my chair as I took in his words.

The thought that Edwin might have been murdered in the process of a theft hadn’t even occurred to me. I’d assumed his death had been the result of some more personal dispute. My breath came shallow and fast as I remembered the signs of struggle in Edwin’s room. “You think someone might have broken in to steal it? And Edwin found him there—and tried to prevent him—” I didn’t finish the thought. A wave of icy horror swept over me, followed by a searing—and wholly unfair—feeling of anger toward Felix for having Edwin clean such a valuable painting in his rooms in the first place.

“Why—” I broke off because my voice sounded accusatory. I took a breath and softened my tone. “Why didn’t Edwin do the restoration at Bettridge’s?”

“Mostly because he preferred not to. His supplies are in his rooms, and it’s peaceful there, so he can concentrate. It’s a delicate task, as you know.” His eyebrows rose, and I nodded. “But aside from that, we don’t have a space on the premises that would be suitable. With the sales season upon us, any room with adequate ventilation and heat is being used for storage. And there’s certainly no place quiet.” He heaved a sigh that became a groan. “Edwin’s cleaned several paintings for us in recent months—less expensive ones—but there’s been no trouble at all, and the other specialists have been very pleased at his skill.”

Felix lowered himself back into the chair, sank his head into his hands, and I saw the strands of fraying hair strewn over a scalp freckled with brown spots. The sight twisted at my heart, and my anger dropped as quickly as it had risen. Felix had only been trying to help Edwin find work. He hadn’t drawn the knife.

“Oh, Felix,” I managed. “Would you—would you like some tea?”

“No.” A mirthless laugh shook his rounded shoulders. “I’d like something stronger than tea. But make some for yourself. It’s a cold night.”

I didn’t have anything stronger than tea. Mechanically, I put the kettle on top of the stove and knelt down to add some wood from the box. “There’s an inspector at Scotland Yard looking into Edwin’s death,” I said, wanting to say something heartening. “I’ll go see him tomorrow.”

He raised his head to meet my gaze. “You can’t tell him. No one can know it’s been taken. Not yet.”

I stared in surprise. “But whoever took it is probably the one who killed Edwin. I want to know who it is—as I’m sure you do. And you want to get it back, don’t you?”

He shifted uneasily. “I don’t want you to think I’m hard-hearted. God knows, Edwin’s death is shocking and horrible—I can hardly believe it. But I have to think of Bettridge’s—and the owner of the painting as well. This could be ruinous for both of them, if people find out it’s missing.” He grimaced. “This was the owner’s first consignment with Bettridge’s. She changed from Christie’s partly out of deference to me.”

I lowered myself onto the stool, leaned forward, and clasped my hands. “When is the sale?”

“Less than a week. Monday next, at three o’clock in the afternoon.”

“But its disappearance can probably be kept from the public. Surely there’s a price at which the consignor would be happy to consider it as good as sold, so you could avoid the publicity. Bettridge’s could afford it, couldn’t they?”

He looked at me incredulously. “The low estimate is six thousand pounds!”

“Oh.” It came out a gasp.

“Bettridge’s had to mortgage the building to pay for the renovations. They haven’t a shilling to spare.” His fingertips scrubbed again at his forehead. “Besides, it isn’t only a matter of the seller being kept quiet. The painting is the jewel in the crown of this auction. The catalogs went to print weeks ago, with the Boucher on the cover. They’ve been distributed to every significant collector of French paintings in London and beyond. It will be the talk of the art world if the piece is withdrawn at this stage.” He let out a low moan. “The scandal will taint us for years. People will say we let a masterpiece be stolen from under our noses, and we’ll never get another—or that we must have lied about having one in order to puff our sale.”

I understood enough about auctions to know what he meant. Advertising the Boucher would both snare additional consignments and attract more affluent buyers to the saleroom.

“And you’d withdraw the forgery at the last minute to prevent the ruse being discovered,” I added slowly.

“Precisely. And you know what that will do to Bettridge’s—just when they’re on the verge of establishing themselves on par with Christie’s and Sotheby’s. Those two have looked down on us for years, despite their various scandals.” He stood and paced the room again. “When Jonas Bettridge finds out it’s missing, I’ll be struck off immediately.”

“But it wasn’t your fault it was stolen!”

He pivoted to face me. “But it was I who recommended Edwin.”

“Who else might have known Edwin was cleaning it?”

He spread his hands. “Almost anyone at Bettridge’s.”

“So dozens of people,” I said. “The thief could have been any of them. Not to mention an acquaintance of Edwin’s, or—”

“I know.” He shook his head. “And I’m sure they’ll ask me if he was indiscreet. The difficulty is I can’t say for certain that he wasn’t.” His expression changed to one of apology again. “Annabel, I’m sorry. But—”

“I understand,” I said. “He might have used the painting as gambling collateral or promised someone a copy.”

He looked taken aback by my words. “Well, I didn’t mean that. I was thinking he might not be able to help showing the painting to a friend who was likely to appreciate it as he did. You should have seen his face when I took it out of its wrappings. He could barely speak for staring.” He heaved a sigh and sat back down, his plump hands on his knees, his pale blue eyes troubled. “I know he disappointed you in the past. But his time in prison altered him for the better, Annabel. Truly, it did. From what I could tell, he seemed to want to live his life differently, to make a fresh start. That’s why I found him commissions. It was a way for him to earn his living legitimately”—he waved a hand over his shoulder, as if thrusting Edwin’s past behind him—“so he wouldn’t be tempted to go back to the forgery business or that wretched gallery.”

“I’m sure he appreciated your trust in him,” I replied. “But, Felix, I have to tell the inspector about the painting.”

He scowled so vehemently the skin under his chin trembled. “I’ve no faith whatsoever in the probity of the police. You remember what happened last year.”

I nodded. Five gallery owners had banded together in a ring so they could buy paintings under market value at Christie’s, and they’d bribed a Scotland Yard inspector hundreds of pounds to ignore reports of collusion. “I remember. But I don’t think Mr. Hallam is that sort. And I could make him promise not to cause trouble for you, or for Bettridge’s. He’ll want information badly enough to agree to our terms, I imagine, at least until the painting is found.”

After a moment, he gave a resigned shrug. “If you can convince him to be discreet . . .” A sudden thought, and a light of hope, came into his eyes. “I wonder if Edwin had already finished with the painting and arranged for it to be transferred back to the auction house. Perhaps he mentioned something about it to Lewis.”

“Lewis?”

“Yes. Edwin’s friend from school. He lives here in London.” He paused. “You’ve never met him?”

“No.” I tried to hide the feeling of loneliness this gave me.

But perhaps he saw something of my feelings in my expression, for his own changed. “I’m sorry, Annabel,” he said for the third time; and it occurred to me how each time, he’d been apologizing for a different reason—though so far as I could tell, he was blameless.

He pushed himself up and reached for his hat and coat. “I should be going.” His steps were heavy on the way to the door.

I opened it for him. “I’ll come to Bettridge’s tomorrow after I talk to the inspector. I’ll tell him as little as I can.”

He stood with his hat in his hands, looking undecided and awkward. But our relationship had never been intimate; it was too much to expect that he’d embrace me or utter anything tender. At last he said, for the fourth time, “I’m sorry, Annabel,” and turned away.

I shut the door behind him and in the silence of the empty room, I returned to my armchair, wrapping my blanket close around me, the ends in my fists.

What Felix had told me changed everything. If I was being honest, I shrank from the idea that Edwin’s death was a result of some reckless or desperate act of his own.

But Felix seemed certain that Edwin had reformed, and as I reflected on the afternoon, I realized—with something of a jolt—that neither Inspector Hallam nor I had encountered anything that suggested otherwise. We’d found no empty spirit bottles or small brown vials, no angry correspondence, no IOUs or betting tickets. Instead, there were ordinary clothes with nothing hidden in the pockets or seams, painted canvases unambiguously marked with his signature, and tailor’s and chandler’s bills in keeping with a frugal life. As I tallied up what I’d found—as well as what I hadn’t—my sense of fairness revolted at the thought of not doing what I could to discover why Edwin had been killed.

But even as I thought this, I had the disconcerting sense that I was poised at the edge of unfamiliar waters. Mr. Poynter had recently called me “an acute observer of human nature,” and indeed, I enjoyed being an onlooker. It was a role I’d adopted young, and of late I had come to realize it stood me in good stead as a painter. By contrast, if I were to undertake a search for the truth, it would no doubt bring me pain, confusion, and discomfort. But how could I not?

The warmth emanating from the stove was fading. I wrapped the doubled edge of the blanket around the hot handle and opened the door. Then I sat back, my hands extended to gather up what heat remained.

My thoughts were as muddied as pond water stirred up with a stick. But one notion began to rise to the surface: in seeking the truth about Edwin, staying close to the inspector would be my best hope. Could we not construct some sort of arrangement in which I would offer him information in exchange for being included in the investigation? Edwin’s life had diverged from mine over the last thirteen years, since he’d left for school. But still, he and I had shared a childhood, and I was familiar with at least some of his habits and occupations here in London. Obviously Mr. Hallam couldn’t anticipate what information he might need at any given twist or turn, and if I was close at hand, I could provide it as questions arose. Furthermore, from the few questions Mr. Hallam had asked me as we examined Edwin’s room, it was fairly clear he did not know much about drawings, paintings, or the art world in which Edwin lived and worked—whereas I did. Yes, I decided, I could be a significant source of information. I only hoped the inspector would see it this way.

The fire had dwindled until all that remained were a few flickering pinpoints of amber light among the ashes. I took up a lamp and carried it to my wardrobe. I sifted through my clothes. I had no black dresses, for I’d outgrown the ones I’d worn in mourning for my parents. My dark gray would have to do until I could have some made.

As I undressed and prepared for bed, a wave of disquiet rose and crested, threatening to engulf me. When it came to Edwin, some of my memories were so vivid they brought me back to the edge of heartbreak, and others made my mouth go dry with remembered fear. As if the scenes were playing out again in front of me, I turned my head away. But my eye caught the motion in the mirror, and I stood still to gaze at my reflection. The face looking back reminded me that I was no longer eight years old, or eleven, or even seventeen. I was a young woman who could tell the inspector truths he needed to know.

Indeed, I had to do it, for there was no one else.





Chapter 3

I’d never been to the Scotland Yard Division before, and it took me some time to find the unremarkable entrance, as it was tucked well out of sight of a main street. With my umbrella up against the blowing rain, I turned off Whitehall Place, passed under a stone archway, and crossed the wet cobbles. As I neared the door, several blue-coated men came out. They passed me with respectful nods, but their gazes were curious and appraising, and I felt the heat rise to my cheeks and had to swallow down an unwarranted feeling of guilt. As I reached the door, I lowered my umbrella and shook the folds to get most of the water off. Just inside was a desk, behind which stood a sergeant with a mustache. I inquired after Mr. Hallam and was told he was occupied.

“He’s a busy man this morning, Mr. Hallam is. Several appointments with visitors of int’rest,” said the sergeant with a frown. But when I remained silent and stood my ground, he grimaced and nodded resignedly toward a wooden bench along a wall. “Probably won’t have time to see you, miss, but wait there, if’n you like. Put your umbrella in the stand. He’ll come out when he’s finished.”

I dropped said item into the metal rack with several others and took a seat, with a tight feeling in the soft place under my ribs. No doubt Mr. Hallam was busy, and I could easily imagine him attempting to conceal his dismay at my unscheduled appearance, bestowing a polite smile and, out of kindness, making an effort to listen patiently while simultaneously contemplating how to hurry me away. I began to sketch out the lines of the argument I anticipated having with him. But after rehearsing my logic and justifications for a full half hour, my apprehension had begun to give way to curiosity, and I looked about me.

The weak light of morning filled the three tall narrow windows on the far wall, and through the glass panes I could see the mud-colored brick walls of the building opposite. The room where I sat was large and roughly square, with six doors around the outside, all with brass nameplates. The floor was occupied by a dozen desks spread out in a way that gave only the merest suggestion of having once been in rows. They all had good lamps and one or two plain wooden chairs nearby; most surfaces were piled with papers and files. The inspectors spoke to each other sometimes, always in murmurs, and at first they seemed much alike in their plainclothes. But soon they began to distinguish themselves. At one desk sat a ginger-haired man who twisted the hair on either side of his head as he read the papers in front of him; I imagined him having two bald patches someday. At another desk, a man writing intently had his head down and his left forearm curved partway around the paper, rather in the manner of a dog guarding its dinner. A third man seemed occupied by a report in front of him, but every so often, he raised his head and looked about, his expression uncertain, before returning to his papers. He looked younger than most of the other inspectors; I wondered if he was new to the Yard.

I had been keeping my eye on the six closed doors. But when I finally heard Mr. Hallam’s voice, it came from down the corridor to my right. I craned my head around to look. He and another man in plainclothes were standing in a hallway with three more closed doors. They spoke in low tones, and at last Mr. Hallam gestured for the other man to enter one room as he entered the one beside it. I sighed. Perhaps I should have made an appointment instead of waiting until he was free. But just as I was about to give up, Mr. Hallam reappeared, escorting a stout middle-aged man with a pinkish nose and a chin like a ferret. Though Mr. Hallam wore a patient expression, the man’s manner was annoyed, and he stalked away, swinging his walking stick so energetically that I drew back and pulled my skirts aside. Perhaps the movement caught Mr. Hallam’s eye, for he appeared a moment later, and after a quick blink of surprise he gave me a pleasant, reassuring smile.

“Miss Rowe.”

“Could I speak with you?”

“Of course.” He gestured for me to precede him down the hallway and opened the last of three doors. I stepped inside and halted. To my surprise, it wasn’t a furnished room but a monastic chamber, with a single window to the outdoors, a table, two plain wooden chairs, and a small vent in the middle of one of the white walls.

“Is this where you work?” I blurted out.

“No, I have a desk on the floor. We all share these rooms.”

“Oh.”

He went to the vent and flicked a lever.

“What is that for?” I asked.

“The rooms connect,” he explained. “I closed it so we can speak privately.” He drew out a seat for me and went around to the other side of the table.

I stood behind the chair, my hands curved around the top rail. But I found myself unexpectedly feeling as diffident as the young inspector I’d observed in the main room. Mr. Hallam seemed neither annoyed by my presence nor too busy to speak with me, and as a result I wasn’t sure how to begin.

“Please,” he said and sat down.

Taking a seat, I settled my skirts and drew my coat over my lap.

Yesterday I’d been in such a state of shock that I hadn’t studied him properly; now I noticed not only his blue eyes but also more generally his constitution and countenance. Even seated, he appeared a man of greater height and breadth than average. But far from using his size to intimidate me or to assert his authority, he sat back in the chair and even sank into it, as if to minimize himself. He had a jaw that, while not overly heavy, hinted at stubbornness; his dark brows were too level and thick to be strictly handsome, but they suited him; his quiet hands suggested a calm competence; and there was a faint line at the left side of his mouth that deepened as he recognized my scrutiny for what it was. Still, he sat patiently and did not speak. At last, I said, “I was wondering if we might come to an agreement.”

His eyebrows rose.

I drew a deep breath and kept the argumentative tone out of my voice. “Edwin’s death—”

And there I stopped, for the shape of those words in my own mouth brought me back to the same flattened, breathless feeling as I had yesterday. It took several moments to gather myself, but the inspector waited patiently, and at last I could continue: “It came as a shock, and . . . I need to know what happened.”

“Of course.” His agreement came readily.

“I have some things I might tell you about him—details which might prove valuable to you in your investigation.” The ends of the chair’s wooden arms bit into my fingers, and I loosened my grip. “But before I do, I want you to know I don’t want to be left behind. I can’t merely worry and wait and afterward be given some varnished truth that’s deemed suitable for the family.”

His expression altered, and I saw the beginning of a frown crease the space between his brows.

“There is so very much about Edwin,” I rushed on, “and about his painting and his life that I know. It’s impossible to tell you whatever might be relevant, as we’ve no idea yet what that might be. Yet at any given point in your detection, you may need answers only I can give you.”

“That’s probably true,” he allowed.

I stared, nonplussed. I’d expected him to resist the idea out of hand.

Somewhat warily, I continued, “I’d like you to promise me two things, if you can. That I may accompany you, so far as it is practical, and you will reveal to your chief inspector only what is absolutely necessary from what I tell you.”

The frown that had been gathering deepened, and I sensed him weighing my offer. At last he shifted, and his chair creaked underneath him. “In cases of murder, it is not our usual method to enlist the help of civilians, particularly interested parties, largely for their own safety,” he said slowly. “But I understand your wishes. I will do what I can to keep you apprised of my discoveries, and I promise to take any information you provide into account.” There was a pause, and when I didn’t immediately acquiesce, he prodded, “Will that suit?”

It wasn’t what I’d hoped for, though I sensed he was trying to accommodate me so far as he was able. Disappointed, I nodded. “I suppose.”

“As for discretion, well—I don’t think there is anything to be gained by scattering information about like birdseed when it will serve no purpose.” His gaze was steady and straight on; but I had seen Edwin fix his gaze in just that way, only to find out later that he had been dissembling or had already broken the promise he was making. Still, I thought I might trust Mr. Hallam with a few small pieces of information and inch my way forward from there.

I sat back until I could feel the wooden slats against my spine and deliberately laid down my first offering:

“I had a visitor last night who has a possible explanation for why Edwin was killed. As you might expect from what you saw in his rooms, it has to do with a painting. But it isn’t a copy; it’s an original, and a valuable one.”

I expected him to look surprised or skeptical, but the only sign of him having heard me was the barely perceptible tightening of the skin around his eyes. He was a man who kept his thoughts private, I realized, and his gestures small. After a moment, he tipped his head and waited for me to continue.

“Mr. Hallam, how much do you know about auction houses?” I asked.

“Not much,” he admitted.

Reassured, I drew my coat more securely across my lap as I considered where to begin. “The two principal ones here in London are Christie’s and Sotheby’s. They’re like the Montagues and Capulets. Or perhaps York and Lancaster.”

A faint smile appeared. “Feuding houses, you mean.”

I nodded. “Rather. Christie’s is generally the better regarded, although Sotheby’s was founded first. Neither sold paintings in the early years.”

“No?”

I shook my head. “Sotheby’s first auction was a private library, and Christie’s was some Madeira, claret, and a few bales of hay. But Mr. Christie was a friend and neighbor of Thomas Gainsborough—” I broke off. “Do you know who he is?”

“The painter, yes.”

“And so first Christie’s and then eventually Sotheby’s began to sell artwork. The two houses have controlled the European auction world for over a century, but sixteen years ago, Mr. Jacob Bettridge, the father of the current owner, wanted to try his hand at it. And the way the auction world works, the better the items that collectors consign—that is, put up for sale—the better the class of buyers they’ll attract to the auction; and when those buyers want to sell, they’ll consign better pieces, and the house makes more money.”

“Because the seller’s fee is proportionate?” he asked.

I nodded. “On paintings, the house usually takes a five percent commission from the seller and buyer, both, out of which come the fees for things such as cleaning the work and publicizing the auction. Given that most expenses are fixed, the house naturally prefers to handle more expensive paintings.”

“I see.”

I shifted, and my chair creaked under me. “There is a collection of important French paintings to be sold next week. It’s Bettridge’s first successful inroad, as it were, into the upper levels of the market, and Edwin was working on one of the paintings—a portrait by François Boucher.”

“I beg your pardon.” His voice was still easy, but his blue eyes had gone keen. “Did you say Boucher?”

So he had heard of him. With a feeling of relief that I wouldn’t have to explain the rarity and value of the painting, I continued, “Yes. It was a portrait of Madame de Pompadour, King Louis XV’s mistress. It’s the most important of the lots, with an estimate of something above six thousand pounds, and Edwin had been commissioned to clean it, so it would look its best for the sale.”

His body was unnaturally still, as if he were struggling to contain his response, and I wondered at his inordinate surprise. Before I could inquire, he recollected himself and gave a small cough. “So the Boucher was supposed to be in your brother’s room.”

“Yes. Bettridge’s doesn’t have a shop for restoration, so they send the work out.”

He rose and went to stand at the lone window. I could still see him in profile, and he was tall enough that his gaze slanted downward. He seemed to be following the motion of something on the Thames, perhaps one of the boats. But it also seemed he was laboring to assimilate what I’d said with information he already knew.

“What is it?” I asked. “Did you find a mention of the Boucher among Edwin’s papers?”

The questions shook him out of his thoughts, and he turned toward me. “Do you think it was taken out of one of the broken frames?”

“I couldn’t say for certain,” I admitted. “But the heavy gilt one was approximately the proper size and workmanship.”

He rubbed his hand across his mouth thoughtfully. “How long would it take to cut that painting out of the frame without damaging it?”

“For someone who knows how, a minute or two,” I replied. “Obviously it’s easier to carry, rolled up.”

“And a good deal less conspicuous.”

“Much less,” I agreed. “I’ve been trying to assemble the event in my mind. What if Edwin came home, surprised the thief, they struggled”—my breath caught, but I kept on—“and the thief ran off with the painting.”

“It certainly is plausible,” he said slowly. He moved so he could rest his hands on the top rail of his wooden chair. “Who was your visitor? Someone who works at Bettridge’s?”

I nodded. “Yes
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