
[image: image]



[image: image]




Dedication

FOR MY MOTHER AND FATHER

WHO BROUGHT ME UP IN A HOUSE FULL OF BOOKS.





I

The Miller House
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MONDAY MORNING. SEVEN THIRTY.

Celia Barnes unlocks the door to the Miller house for what will be her last time.

She does not know, as she fits the stubby security key into the lock, that in a few short hours it will be bagged and logged along with several other items from the house as pieces of evidence in a murder investigation.

But he knows.

He watches her in his rearview mirror, watches her turn the key, watches her lean against the heavy door to open it. He is parked down the hill, as close as he can get without parking illegally but far enough away to avoid the steady gaze of the two security cameras fixed high on the front of the house.

The Miller house lies hidden behind a double-height section of brick that blends in with the soot-blackened wall running the length of Swain’s Lane and separating it from Highgate Cemetery beyond. The only indication that anything other than trees, and tombs, and dead Londoners lies on the other side of this higher section of brick is a large square of opaque glass set into the top left corner, and the solid door fitted flush to the wall and painted dark gray to match the sooty brickwork.

Celia Barnes steps through the door now, disappearing into the wall like it’s a trick, and she’s part of a performance, which—in a sense—she is.

He watches the door close behind her, slow and heavy on its automatic closers, like the door to an old-fashioned bank vault where treasures and secrets are kept.

He checks the time, then slips a surgical mask over his face. It was not so long ago that anyone wearing a mask in public, especially a medical one, would have drawn attention. Now they are commonplace, a fact that has been extremely useful over the last few months.

He steps out of the car, fastening his coat against the morning damp as he heads away from the Miller house and down the hill toward one of the gates leading into the cemetery. Official opening hours are ten to four, but he picked the lock earlier and will lock it again when he leaves—the gate that leads to the cemetery, the cemetery that leads to the back of the Miller house.

His heart beats faster as he walks along, but he forces himself to go slowly, to take his time. Afterward, when blue-and-white police tape ribbons the house, questions will be asked and someone might remember a man in a hurry. And he has plenty of time. He knows Celia’s routine, knows which rooms she will clean first and how long she will spend in each. At this moment he knows as much about Celia Barnes as she does herself, more even, because he can also see her future—he knows what will happen to her next, though this knowledge brings him no pleasure.

Celia Barnes is an innocent in all of this, and yet what she is about to experience will be horrifying and cruel. But it is also necessary.

Inside the Miller house a soft beeping sound echoes across the dark, polished wood that lines the empty hallway and up the steel-and-teak staircase that rises through the center of the building like the spine of the house.

Celia Barnes glances up at the security camera pointing down at the door, waits a second for the face-recognition software to verify who she is, then opens a small teak hatch set into the concrete wall by the door. A keypad lights up inside next to a square sensor and she squints at the sequence she wrote on her hand. The code is long and complex, a mixture of symbols, numbers, and letters that gets changed regularly and texted to her by Mike, the owner of the house. She only has thirty seconds before the alarm goes off, so always writes the code on her hand in big letters so she doesn’t have to fumble for her phone or her glasses and waste precious time. On her second day cleaning for the Millers she had gotten the code wrong, or possibly taken too long, or maybe both, and had set the damn thing off. The noise was unbelievable, an ear-splitting siren shriek that ripped through the house and brought the police hammering on the door in under two minutes. Two minutes!

When her own flat had been burgled just before Christmas it had taken more than two hours for anyone to show up, and even then it had only been a PCSO, one of those police community support officers her Derek called “plastic coppers.” But then she lived in a two-bedroom, ex–council flat in Archway, not some architect-designed Highgate mansion worth three or four million or whatever it was.

When she first got the job here Celia had tried to find out. She does it with all the houses she cleans, takes a guess at how much the house is worth, then pops the address into Rightmove to check the sold prices on the street. She’s actually gotten pretty good at it, so much so that her Derek says she should jack in the cleaning and go work for one of those upmarket estate agents doing valuations and driving around in one of those fancy little electric BMW jobs. Celia loves that he thinks she could do a job like that, loves what it reveals about the way he sees her, but she knows she could never do it. They’d never hire her for a job like that, she’s not enough—not young enough, confident enough, or posh enough. She’s also only good at guessing the prices of houses that are similar to others, she never has a clue how much the quirky one-offs are worth, the modern mansions that look more like offices than homes. There is no record of how much the Miller house sold for, not on Rightmove, or Zoopla, or any of the property sites she regularly uses. There is no other house like the Miller house on this street, or in the whole of Highgate, come to that, so she has no idea how much it’s worth other than “a lot,” and that’s not going to get her a job with a swanky estate agent, now is it?

Celia’s hand trembles slightly as she taps in the last few digits of the code, her anxiety levels closer to those of someone deactivating a bomb than switching off a house alarm. This is another reason she could never work for a posh estate agent, all those different alarms to deal with, all the different codes, all the people, all the stress. Give her a good audiobook, an empty house, a vacuum, and a bucket of bleach any day of the week, she’s perfectly happy with her little lot. Her Derek’s got his bit of disability pension from the railways, they paid their mortgage off on the flat last year, and her cleaning brings in enough each week to keep them nice and comfy. She’s more than happy.

She enters the code, then presses her thumb to the square sensor. The beeping falls mercifully silent.

Celia Barnes lets out a long breath she didn’t know she’d been holding and shrugs off her coat as she makes her way across the white resin floor to the twisted staircase, listening for any signs of life. Just because the alarm was on doesn’t mean there’s no one at home, she’d found this out the hard way once when she’d burst in on Mike one morning, working out in the mini-gym off the master bedroom. He’d had his earphones in so hadn’t heard her, and was wearing gym shorts and nothing else and, my, but what a sight that had been. Celia had stood there, frozen to the spot, mesmerized by the way his muscles moved beneath his smooth, tanned skin as he lifted the weights and studied himself in the floor-to-ceiling mirror. He’d looked like one of those men in the celebrity magazines she flicked through at the hairdresser’s, those cartoonish men with perfect skin and knots of muscles in their stomachs that looked like they’d been painted on. Except Mike Miller was real, there he’d been, right in front of her, in the flesh.

She had traced the outline of him with her eyes, up his legs, over the firm curve of his bum and his back. That was when she’d realized he’d stopped lifting the weights and was now looking right back at her in the mirror. She’d blushed and felt flustered and faint, but Mike had just smiled and then he had apologized to her, and wasn’t that just like Mike? So laid back, so confident that even an awkward moment like that could be smiled away as if it were nothing at all.

It is unfair really how some people seem to have everything—money, health, beauty, charm. Kate Miller is the same. The Millers are a different breed, a golden couple, like an evolutionary step-up has given them all the gifts and lifted them above the level of ordinary folk. It would be the easiest thing in the world to hate them—if only they weren’t so nice.

Celia reaches the stairwell and pauses, looking through the wall of glass across the overgrown cemetery to the distant marvel of London. A few of the other houses she cleans have views over the city too, but nothing like this. Because the Miller house backs onto the cemetery there are no other buildings to block the view, and even the security fence has been specially designed so that what you can see when you look out through the floor-to-ceiling windows are the trees, their green leaves fading now to autumn amber, and London shimmering in the far distance.

He watches her from the shadow of a sycamore tree.

He is standing a few meters off the main pathway and tucked out of sight behind the tomb of some long-forgotten Victorian milliner. Celia Barnes does not look his way. She does not look down at the cemetery at all. She looks at the distant view, like she always does.

Almost the entire back wall of the Miller house is glass, three floors of perfectly aligned, highly polished panels that mirror the sky and make the house appear almost invisible. Celia Barnes is framed in the dead center of it, a tiny, semi-transparent figure, floating among gray, reflected clouds. He watches her in her stillness, a moment of calm before the coming storm, then she turns and heads downstairs to the utility room where the cleaning equipment is kept.

She walks slowly, placing each foot deliberately and softly on the hardwood steps as she descends, keeping her footfalls soft so as not to wake anyone who may still be sleeping somewhere in the vast house. It is thoughtful of her, but there is no need. She could make as much noise as she likes and no one would hear, not in the house, and not out here in the cemetery. The wall of sky-reflecting glass—triple glazed and imported from Norway, where it was designed to keep out the worst of the Norwegian winter—also blocks out sound. The people inside the house are insulated from the constant hum of the city. No sound gets in. And no sound gets out either.

He watches until she slips from sight, then moves forward, keeping to the shadows as he moves through rows of crooked tombstones and laurel bushes, heading closer to the cleverly designed security fence and the house that lies beyond.

Celia hangs her coat on the hook behind the utility room door, takes a mop bucket from beneath the stainless steel sink, and starts filling it. She fits her earbuds into place and restarts the audiobook on her phone, the latest Donna Leon. She may spend the next few hours cleaning someone else’s toilets and floors in a house in Highgate, but in her head she will be in Venice with Commissario Brunetti, zipping around the canals on a vaporetto, eating deliciously described Venetian food, and grumbling about the tourists as he tracks down another devious killer.

She tips bleach into the bucket and watches the water rise and froth until it is half-full, then turns off the tap and heads into the house.

The first room she cleans is the downstairs toilet, because it hardly gets used and is an easy one to tick off her list. It is also farthest from the master bedroom, so any noise she makes here is less likely to disturb the Millers—if they’re in. Celia opens the garage door as she passes by to check. Neon lights flicker on, revealing that both Kate and Mike’s cars are there, so she closes the door softly and continues to the downstairs toilet, closing the door behind her before starting to clean. If Kate and Mike are sleeping, let them sleep a little longer.

It takes Celia less than five minutes to wipe down the already spotless marble surfaces and sweep and mop the floor, an American-accented voice describing Brunetti inspecting a body in the Campo Santo Stefano as she works. Then she refills her bucket in the utility room and heads upstairs to the ground floor, pausing her audiobook at the top of the stairs to listen again for any sign that the Millers are stirring. She hears nothing, restarts her audiobook, and returns to Venice in her head as she steps into the living room.

The Millers’ living room, like the rest of the house, is white: white walls, white floors, white furniture, the only visible color the orangey-green of the autumn graveyard seen through the wall of glass on her left.

But now there is another color.

Now there is also red, vivid stripes of red that slash across the walls and ceiling, across the white leather sofa and the large photograph of Kate and Mike Miller that hangs above the white marble fireplace. In the picture they are wearing matching white shirts, hugging and smiling, their teeth as white and perfect as the house. Only Kate’s smile is now broken by something black, and green, and ugly sticking into the center of her face.

Celia takes a step forward, trying to process what she’s seeing. It looks like a pot of red nail polish has been thrown around the room, and she automatically starts thinking about how she might clean it up and get the stains out. Then she takes another step, sees something on the floor, something hidden by the sofa when she first came in, and realizes what the red is.

He watches the bucket fall from Celia’s hands, the distance and thickness of the glass rendering the action silent. Her hands fly to her mouth and she staggers backward, eyes wide and fixed on the floor.

From where he is standing he cannot see what Celia is looking at, but he can see the horror of it reflected in her face, and it saddens him. Her anguish was not his desire, but it was unavoidable, and he had to be here to make sure her strong and natural instinct to clean would not compel her to disturb the careful scene he has left behind.

Up in the Miller house Celia Barnes continues to stagger away from the horror in the center of the room until her back hits the wall and she dislodges another photograph showing the whiter-than-white Millers, smiling in their happy perfection. The jolt seems to break Celia from her trance and her hands fall from her mouth and she fumbles her phone from her pocket, breaking her gaze for a moment to stab a number into it before resuming her wide-eyed stare at the floor as she lifts the phone to her ear.

He takes a small handheld radio from his pocket, his eyes flicking away from Celia Barnes just long enough to activate it before looking back at her. She continues to stare down, eyes wide, hand visibly shaking as it holds the phone to her ear. She starts to talk, her free hand fluttering as she speaks, gesturing at the floor as if the person on the other end of the line can see what she is describing. After a few moments she stops talking and starts nodding instead.

His radio cannot intercept mobile phone signals, but it can pick up the radio traffic of the emergency services that should follow. The police dispatcher on the other end of the line will be calming her now, reassuring her, telling her to hold on for a moment while they call for assistance. He listens to the whisper of the wind through the branches above his head, then a soft digital squawk pops in his ear.

“Urgent assistant required,” a female voice says. “Report of a serious knife assault at . . . number three Swain’s Lane, NW8.”

There is a pause, then a different voice answers, a police squad car, acknowledging the call and confirming it is inbound.

Up in the Miller house Celia Barnes continues to nod and stare at the floor. The dispatcher will now be telling her that people are coming, that she should stay where she is and—most important of all—that she should not touch anything.

He watches for a few moments more, making sure that Celia Barnes does what she is told and does not move closer to the body or disturb any of the things he has so carefully left to be found.

Somewhere in the distance the dim wail of a siren starts up, rising and falling, and getting louder. He waits until there is no doubt where it’s heading, then walks slowly backward, his eyes locked on Celia Barnes for as long as he can still see her, framed in the center of the wall of glass, floating in the reflected sky like a ghost above the graveyard.
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TANNAHILL KHAN, HALFWAY DOWN FOUR flights of stairs with three heavy boxes pulling his arms from his sockets, feels the phone buzz in his pocket.

“Shit,” he mutters, knowing what a call to that phone means.

He traps the stack of boxes against the wall with his body, pulls the phone from his jacket, and checks the caller ID—Special Ops Dispatch.

“Shit,” he murmurs again before answering. “DCI Khan.”

“We have a report of a serious assault,” the dispatcher says. “Knife attack.” She lists the details—home intrusion, female victim, private address in Highgate.

Tannahill does a rough calculation in his head of how much extra pain this is going to add to his already painful day. “OK,” he says. “Could you tell the other DCs to pick me up out front of the NoLMS offices.”

“Roger.” The dispatcher hangs up.

“NoLMS”—North London Murder Squad—Tannahill had stressed the “N” and the “L” but everyone who wasn’t in the unit pronounced it “gnomes,” largely to take the piss out of anyone who was in it.

Tannahill tucks the phone back in his pocket, adjusts his grip on the stack of boxes, and continues his journey down.

His plan had been to spend the morning going over the data gleaned from the documents in these boxes before the lunchtime press conference where the latest crime stats are due to be released. A few weeks back his boss had given him the heads-up on how bad they were and told him to try and find something in previous figures that made the current ones seem less alarming, particularly in relation to his area of expertise, knife crime. You think these figures are bad, it’s nothing compared to 2004—that kind of thing. Spin, basically.

Unfortunately, the only thing Tannahill had found highlighted just how terrible the latest figures really were. He had planned to spend the morning massaging the historical data by lumping other crimes under the general heading of “street crime” to make the old figures seem higher, but now this new case has torpedoed his day. Maybe if people stopped stabbing each other for five minutes he might have a fighting chance of figuring out why people keep stabbing each other every five minutes.

He pushes through the front door of the building and spots a black Mercedes minivan parked across the road on double yellow lines, hazard lights blinking, a black-jacketed driver standing by the open front door smoking a cigarette. Tannahill hefts the boxes to secure his slipping grip and makes his way over. “You the courier?” he asks.

The driver blows smoke out with his reply. “Do I look like a facking courier, mate?”

He is clean-shaven, with short black hair, black T-shirt under a black jacket, wireless buds in his ears, probably Bluetoothed to the phone charging in the cradle visible through the open door of the Mercedes. “Yes,” Tannahill says.

The driver drops his cigarette and steps on it as he moves closer until his chest bumps against the stack of evidence boxes, knocking Tannahill back on his heels slightly. “You being funny, mate?” He is short and has to look up at Tannahill, though the height difference doesn’t seem to bother him.

Tannahill can smell the sour smoke-and-coffee fog of his breath. He is about to reply when another car appears down the street, a black Volkswagen people carrier, practically identical to the parked Mercedes. It moves slowly, the driver leaning forward in his seat as he checks the numbers of the buildings. The current offices of NoLMS are spread over a couple of rented floors of an ugly anonymous building in Holloway and are almost impossible to find, even with GPS.

“My mistake,” Tannahill says, stepping past the angry driver and into the road so the real courier can see him.

“Oi, ISIS, where you think you’re going?” the driver says, following him into the road. “What’s in them boxes anyway, a bomb?”

Tannahill feels a familiar anger rise inside him, but the duty phone buzzes in his pocket again, reminding him he has much bigger fish to fry as the Volkswagen pulls to a halt in front of him and the tailgate starts to rise. He moves to the back of the car, the boxes feeling ten times heavier now than when he started, and the courier gets out to help.

“Oi, ISIS, don’t you ignore me,” the other driver shouts.

The courier looks shocked. “Don’t worry about him,” Tannahill says, lowering the boxes gratefully into the back of the Volkswagen. “You got the transfer documents?”

“You two a couple of benders?” the driver continues, refusing to let it drop. “Them boxes full of dildos or summink?”

Tannahill flexes the stiffness from his hands, scribbles his signature on the paperwork, then pulls his buzzing phone from his pocket, silencing it with a jab of his finger.

“I’m on the street out front,” Tannahill says. “How close are you?” He nods at the answer, then hangs up. He waits for the courier to drive away, then finally turns to the angry driver. “What was that you said I looked like?”

The driver sneers. “A poof,” he says. “You look like a poof and a terrorist.”

Tannahill nods. “It’s the brown skin, isn’t it? Brown skin, must be a terrorist. When I was growing up I was called all sorts—Paki, camel jockey, raghead. My dad was Pakistani, you see, Irish mum but I got his skin and hair, so . . .”

A siren starts up somewhere nearby, the sound bouncing off the buildings, making it impossible to tell where it’s coming from.

“When I went to high school I pretended to be Italian for a while, thought it might silence the twats. Didn’t really think it through. Ended up being called a dago and a spic instead, at least I did until someone found out the truth and all the old names came flooding back, or they did until 9/11.”

The sound of the siren doubles as a dark gray Vauxhall Insignia appears round the corner, blue lights flashing behind the grill. Tannahill holds his hand up to the driver.

“Since 9/11 and 7/7 I mostly get called things like Osama, or Taliban, or what was the one you called me? ISIS.”

The car pulls to a halt, the ear-splitting siren shredding the air. Tannahill draws his hand across his throat in a cutting motion and the siren goes silent. He pulls a small leather wallet from his pocket, lets it fall open, and watches the driver’s expression change as he sees the warrant card and reads the words printed on it:

POLICE OFFICER

Tannahill Khan

Detective Chief Inspector

“So let me ask you again,” Tannahill says, slipping the wallet back in his pocket. “What do I look like?”

The driver swallows. “A copper,” he says, all the piss and vinegar now drained from his voice.

Tannahill nods slowly, then looks over at the parked Mercedes minivan. “This your vehicle, sir?”

The driver nods.

“Nice.” Tannahill moves round to the front and looks at the registration plate. “This year’s reg too. Let me ask you something, do you know what an ANPR camera is?”

The driver shakes his head.

“It stands for Automatic Number Plate Recognition. It’s everywhere now—traffic lights, junctions, roundabouts, car parks—we only have to tap in the registration of a car we’re interested in and the moment it drives by a camera on the network, it pings up on a central computer, which sends an alert to the nearest squad car, which then pulls it over faster than you can say ‘I didn’t do anything, officer, someone must’ve put my registration on the system because I was a bit racist.’” Tannahill takes a step closer and lowers his voice. “Look at me.” The driver looks up but his chin is down, like a dog who knows he’s chewed the wrong shoe.

“We all make mistakes. The most important thing is to own them and learn from them, do you understand what I’m saying?”

The driver nods. Swallows. “Sorry,” he murmurs.

“What was that?”

“Sorry,” he says, a little louder this time.

Tannahill pauses for just long enough for it to become uncomfortable, then smiles. “Good lad.” He steps away from him and gets into the passenger seat of the waiting squad car. “Oh, and just for the record,” he says, before closing the door, “you really do look like a courier.”

Then he slams the door and the car takes off down the street, lights flashing, siren screaming.
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THE MORNING SETTLES OVER LONDON, gray and wet like an old duvet left out by the bins. Laughton Rees—big hair, small face, bush baby eyes—stands in her bathrobe in her tiny kitchen and stares out at the rain-glossed rooftops, her own faint reflection making her appear ghostly and formless.

Somewhere in the distance a siren starts up and she automatically reaches for the police scanner by the kettle, a hand-built gift from a Sepura engineer she’d met through work and then disastrously attempted to date. At least she got this scanner out of it.

She checks behind to make sure she is alone before switching it on. She nudges the volume right down until the chatter is almost inaudible, then leans in and listens with a detached, professional interest. None of the cases she eavesdrops on like this will cross her desk, not for a long while at least, and she finds it comforting, like listening to the shipping forecast from the cozy comfort of a warm, landlocked bed, knowing the storms being described are a long, long way away. She finds comfort in the gently ambiguous language too: a disturbance reported; a suspected assault. They never use words like “murder” or “rape,” but Laughton can tell the serious ones by the nature of the responses. This is a bad one judging by the number of units inbound, a serious knife assault at an address in Highgate. Murder, most likely. Another one.

Laughton feels the side of the teapot—still warm but probably no longer drinkable—and checks the time on the microwave.

Seven fifty-eight.

She’s been up for almost four hours now.

She tips the stewed black liquid into the sink, still listening to the low burble of the police scanner, and pulls her phone from the bathrobe pocket. One more pot, then she’ll engage with the day and the daily battle of getting her daughter up and ready for school.

“HAT car inbound,” a message crackles on the scanner. “ETA five minutes.”

HAT car—Homicide Assessment Team.

Definitely a murder investigation then.

Laughton turns on the cold tap, adjusts the flow so it’s slow and steady, then sets the timer on her phone for sixty seconds, the default amount for most of her rituals, and sets it going. The kettle ritual dictates that she must start filling it the exact moment sixty seconds are up, one second either way and she’ll have to start over. She moves the kettle closer to the tap, her eyes fixed on the countdown.

Three. Two. One.

Kettle under the water.

Aaaand relax.

She fills it to the three-cup mark and sets it to boil. Three is another number that crops up a lot in the various rituals that weave through her life, and when she realizes this will be her third pot of tea this morning the thought calms her a little.

“A three-pot problem,” she murmurs, though she knows this isn’t true. The thing that has kept her awake half the night is barely a one-cup problem, yet here she is, still going over the things she wants to say to her daughter’s headmaster, practicing her arguments, sharpening and tweaking them with the same diligence she would take before appearing as an expert witness in court. She spoons loose-leaf tea into the pot and fires up her argument again, saying the words out loud so she can get used to the way they feel in her mouth.

“Mr. Day, thank you for seeing me, I know you’re very busy so I’ll get to the point. I feel my daughter is being let down by your school and its well-meaning but ineffective policy on bullying.”

Too strong? She has tried softer lead-ins but only has five minutes with the man and at least two hours’ worth of things she wants to say. The kettle boils and Laughton pours water into the teapot while it’s still bubbling—maximum heat, maximum flavor, like her mother taught her—and the sudden and unexpected memory of her makes her wonder if her mother ever stood, like she now stands, worrying about her like she now worries about her own daughter? Probably not, not about something like this at least. Her mother would have just marched into school without an appointment the moment she heard the word “bullying” and confronted Mr. Day with a broadside of eloquent and furious anger until he did something about it. She had always been fearless like that, never avoided confrontation if it was required. It was one of the things that had made her so magnificent. It was also one of the things that had killed her.

Laughton stirs the tea—three times clockwise, three times anticlockwise—then puts the lid on the pot.

She is not like her mother. Like most children of trauma, she hates confrontation of any kind—even a five-minute, scheduled meeting with a headmaster. So she swirls the tea in the pot and runs through what she wants to say to Mr. Day for what feels like the thousandth time, even as a detached and sensible part of her brain knows it’s all pointless because real people never behave like their imagined versions and never stick to the script, no matter how well rehearsed it is.

The scanner crackles with a new message.

The HAT car has reached the scene now, and Laughton imagines the forensics team bursting from the car, clustering round the open boot as they shimmy into their paper suits, grabbing their crime scene kits, setting up the murder log and a perimeter.

More radio chatter. An ambulance this time.

The paramedic sounds unhurried and businesslike. Definitely a homicide. Ambulance drivers only sound this relaxed when there are no lives to save.

Laughton takes a fresh white mug from a cupboard of identical ones, their handles all turned forty-five degrees to the right, and tries to refocus.

“Mr. Day, I can tell from what you have achieved in this school that you are not afraid of changing things that aren’t working.” That’s good. Flatter the bastard, then hit him with the hard stuff. “And your policy on bullying isn’t working. As a matter of fact, it’s a huge pile of ineffective liberal bullshit.”

OK, not that, obviously—right sentiment, wrong words.

“Don’t go to the meeting.” The voice makes her jump. She turns to find Gracie leaning on the living room doorframe, her messy, nut-brown, pre-Raphaelite hair tumbling over the shoulders of her black dressing gown. “Please don’t go,” she says, her huge eyes pleading.

“I didn’t see you there,” Laughton says, switching off the police scanner and opening the cupboard where the Cheerios are kept.

“I know. If you had you wouldn’t have done the weird timing thing with the kettle and started talking to yourself.”

Laughton flushes, embarrassed her daughter has been standing there long enough to witness the rituals she tries so hard to hide from her.

“I don’t want you to go to my school,” Gracie repeats. “If you go in and say any of those things you were saying it’s only going to make things worse. And don’t call him Mr. Day, he likes everyone to call him Jonathan. In fact, don’t call him anything, because . . . just . . . don’t go.”

“I’m not going to say any of those things.” Laughton takes a bowl from another cupboard and pours cereal into it. “I was just sharpening my argument.”

“But I don’t want you to have an argument with my headmaster.”

“That’s not . . . I’m not going to argue with him.”

“You just said you were sharpening your argument.”

“Figure of speech.” Laughton pours milk into the bowl and slides it along the work surface toward Gracie. “Lawyers call their opinions arguments, doesn’t mean they spend all day shouting at each other.”

Gracie moves forward, her black dressing gown like her mood made manifest. “You’re not a lawyer, though.”

“No, I’m your mother, and I am going to go into your school this morning to discuss with your headmaster why he’s letting the bitches and the bullies make your life miserable.”

“Please don’t call them that.”

“What do you want me to call them?”

“I don’t want you to call them anything, because I don’t want you to go. I can sort this out myself.”

“Can you though?”

“Yes. I’ll sort it, I promise. Please don’t go to the meeting. Tell them something came up and you need to reschedule or something.”

“No way. It took me ages to even get this meeting. It’s probably easier to see the pope than your headmaster. Eat your breakfast and be ready to leave in ten minutes, I’m going to sort it out, all right? I am actually quite good at this kind of thing.”

“No, you’re not.” Gracie takes a spoon from the drawer and stabs it into the bowl. “You’re going to lose your temper, start counting to three or tapping your fingers on the side of your head, and he’s going to think you’re nuts and it’s only going to make things worse. I wish I hadn’t told you any of this now. I’m not a kid. I can look after myself.”

Laughton watches her daughter angrily devour her cereal. At fifteen Gracie is now the age Laughton was when she lost her mother. Maybe that’s why she feels extra protective toward her. And yet lately, the more she tries to put her arms around her, the more Gracie seems to push her away. She can feel her drifting, becoming more secretive, more distant—unreachable. And the situation at school isn’t helping, but at least that’s something she can focus on and try and fix.

“Ten minutes,” she says, then walks out of the room before Gracie can notice the shine of tears in her eyes.

Outside in the far distance a siren starts up again.
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TANNAHILL STANDS OUTSIDE THE LIVING room of the Miller house waiting for the crime scene manager to remove the EyeSpy360 camera and move on to record the rest of the house. Later these 360-degree images will be stitched together, allowing anyone on the team to walk virtually through the house and see everything just as it was, with hot links on specific items that can be opened up to reveal the more detailed images and footage he is about to capture. He sets his camera to record, double-checks it’s running, then takes a deep breath and steps into the room, his white paper bodysuit whispering as he moves.

He stops inside the door and pans the camera slowly around the entire room, starting at the farthest point left and working right, forcing himself not to rush as a memorized mantra runs through his mind:

Nothing is unimportant at a murder scene.

You must train yourself to notice things that seem unremarkable.

You must never be distracted by the obvious.

The single most obvious thing at this scene—at any murder scene—is the body, so Tannahill ignores it for now, though the unusual way it has been arranged makes this difficult. He catches a glimpse of it at the bottom of frame as the camera passes the midpoint of the room—the woman lying on her back, arms outstretched like in a crucifixion, and the four strange objects positioned around her.

He forces himself to focus on the room and continues his slow pan, capturing every vivid red stripe that dribbles and drips across the walls, the ceiling, the furniture, the floor. Usually the blood evidence has to be teased from a crime scene using Luminol and black-light techniques to lift it from the background grime, but here the stark whiteness of everything provides a perfect backdrop. He follows the patterns of blood with his camera, recording the specific shapes they make, angling the camera upward to the thin slashes of red on the ceiling, cast-off patterns made by the murder weapon as it stabbed, then arced up, then stabbed back down into the body of the woman Tannahill is currently doing his level best to ignore. After five years working on the Murder Squad it still amazes him how much blood is contained in a human body.

He completes the first pass and begins a second, more detailed one, focusing first on the large photograph hanging above the fireplace, which shows a man and a woman dressed in all white. The cleaner who found the body identified her as Kate Miller and the man as her husband, Mike, current whereabouts unknown. They look happy in the picture, happy and perfect: good hair expensively cut, flawless skin that might be from Photoshop, expensive skin treatments, or both. It’s hard to pin an age on them. They look youthful but also like they might have had work done. You can see it around the eyes, and on the wrinkle-free foreheads, and in the porcelain whiteness of their perfectly even teeth.

Tannahill zooms in on Kate Miller’s image, more specifically on the object driven into the center of her smile. It’s a knife, the blood from its blade staining the pierced canvas so it looks like smudged lipstick. He holds the camera steady, recording the neon green of the grip and the black of the blade, straight cutting edge on one side, serrated on the other. It’s a zombie knife, weapon of choice for the London street gangs, ugly, vicious, and wholly out of place here in this room and in this house.

Another memorized mantra runs through Tannahill’s mind:

Every murder scene has its own personality.

In his five years on the Murder Squad, Tannahill has found this to be particularly true. Some crime scenes are chaotic, some are violent, most are actually quite low-key and unremarkable, just like most killers, but the one thing they all have in common is consistency. If the killer had been chaotic and frenzied, then the whole crime scene would be the same—furniture knocked over, items broken, doors splintered and left hanging on hinges, the body often a shattered mess left slumped in a corner where they retreated to try and escape the attack that ultimately killed them. Generally you could see the mindset of the killer imprinted on the scene they left behind, and it was coherent.

But that is not the case here.

Here there is evidence of two distinct and opposing personalities. One is chaotic and frenzied, a violent individual who stabbed the victim multiple times, their arm flying back with each blow, the force and speed sending arcs of blood spraying across the clean white surfaces of the room. Then there is a second, calmer, much more ordered personality, one that managed to gain access to this seemingly super secure house and took time to arrange the body after the vicious killing, meticulously placing specific objects around it before exiting the house again. Maybe it was two people. Or maybe it was just one person who didn’t need to gain access to the house because he was already here.

Tannahill glances back at the photograph above the fireplace.

Mike Miller, whereabouts unknown.

It wouldn’t be the first time a loving husband had brutally murdered his wife. Fifty-five percent of all homicides were classified as “intimate partner violence related.” He learned that little titbit from the boxes of data he’s been plowing through for the past few weeks. And in this case husband turned killer would certainly explain a lot, such as the alarm not going off and the clear violence of the attack; nothing fuels rage and violence quite like love gone bad. But that doesn’t explain everything, like why the murder weapon was a street knife and not a kitchen knife grabbed in the heat of an angry moment. It doesn’t explain the presence or purpose of the strange objects around the body either, the ones that don’t seem to belong in a house like this at all.

Tannahill moves farther into the room, heading away from the window and keeping to the edge of the floor, the mantra of his training still running through his mind:

You should always endeavor to tread where the killer did not.

He reaches the far end of the room and turns, his heart hammering against his ribs as he catches his own dim reflection in the wall of glass, ghostly in his white paper suit. He holds the wide shot for a moment, capturing the room from this different perspective, the chaos and violence of the blood, the calm order of everything else. Once they start dismantling the crime scene, these videos and photos will be the only way to see it exactly as the killer left it, possibly the only way to prove or disprove theories as yet unformed. He holds the shot until he’s sure he’s got it, then takes a step forward, tilts the camera down, and finally allows himself to focus on the body.

Since transferring to the North London Murder Squad, Tannahill has attended and processed dozens of homicides and studied archive evidence of hundreds more. But he has never seen anything like this.

Kate Miller is lying on her back, legs out straight, arms outstretched, her blond hair framing her head like a halo, the defensive wounds on her hands like stigmata. The white rug she is lying on is almost black with blood, suggesting that this is where she died, bleeding out from her numerous injuries, a mixture of slashes and teardrop shaped stab wounds in keeping with the blade on the knife driven through her photograph. Around her body are four objects:

A small stuffed unicorn toy.

Two tarnished medals on faded ribbons.

A set of keys.

A slim book.

They are arranged in a diamond shape—unicorn above her head, book at her feet, medals hanging from a small metal bar balanced on the index finger of her left hand, keys on the ground to her right.

There is also a fifth item, an eye mask draped loosely across the victim’s face. Tannahill zooms in on it. It looks cheap, shiny black material with a thin strip of elastic zigzagging across its surface, the folds still sharp from the packaging. It appears to be clean and dry, no evidence of blood, suggesting it was placed on the body postmortem, after the bleeding had stopped. Tannahill crouches lower to get a better angle and sees something that makes ice slide down his spine. Kate Miller’s eyes are open. They stare out, glassy and sightless, from beneath the mask. He takes a series of stills, then switches back to video and turns his attention to the other four objects, his mind reaching for explanations as to what they might mean, and why they are here.

The keys, a Chubb and a Yale on a simple metal ring, might be the keys to this house, though Tannahill doubts it somehow. They seem way too ordinary for a house like this, though the Yale key is bright blue and shiny, so it might be unusual enough to be traceable.

The unicorn toy is a mass-produced item with the label still pinned to one ear. It has been placed sideways to the body, its face pointing right and staring with black, glassy eyes reminiscent of the ones beneath the eye mask. It strikes Tannahill as odd to find a toy in a house otherwise devoid of any traces of children—no bikes or trikes or skateboards in the hall, no tiny shoes by the door, no pictures of children or by them. He holds on the unicorn for the count of ten, then moves on to the next object.

The medals seem as out of place as the toy, two six-pointed stars the color of old pennies, on faded ribbons—one crimson, the other blue, green, and white—that have been threaded onto a thin metal bar and carefully balanced on the outstretched index finger of the victim’s left hand. He snaps a series of stills, the coppery medals blending in with their bloody background, then turns the camera to the final object, the one placed at the victim’s feet.

He has left this until last for the same reason he initially ignored the body, because there is something about it that tugs at his attention, something even familiar about it. The book is facedown, the front cover and title hidden, and the back is almost blank—no blurb about the contents, no biography of the author. The only visible writing is the name of the publisher—Crown Hill Publications—which also seems familiar.

Tannahill steps closer, carefully picking his way through the blood, his blue plastic shoe covers whispering over the white resin floor. He takes a series of photographs to record exactly how the book has been placed in relation to the body, then crouches lower and peers at the title on the spine. The moment he reads it he realizes why it snagged his attention. He has not only read the book, he has memorized whole passages from it, the same phrases that have been running through his head the whole time he’s been processing this crime scene. He raises the camera, his body working on autopilot, running on instructions he has learned from the book lying on the floor in front of him. The digital focus hunts for a second before sharpening on the title and the name of the author:

HOW TO PROCESS A MURDER

by Laughton Rees

It feels like a taunt, a clear message from the killer, saying Don’t waste your time looking for clues because I’ve read the same books as you, I know what you’re looking for, and I know how you look for them.

But it isn’t just this that could have a seismic effect on the investigation going forward—it is also the person who wrote it.





II

The Book





Extract from How to Process a Murder by Laughton Rees

A real murder scene is not like the ones you see on TV and in films.

There are no wisecracking detectives drinking coffee and trading gallows humor as they step over a bloodied corpse. There will be humor, and there will certainly be coffee, but that will come later.

In the beginning there is only silence and reverence, the same type and tone you would find at a funeral. Also, like a funeral, there will be a steady procession of people filing past the body, witnesses to what has happened, both civilian and professional, casual and key. And though the testimony of these people will help form an understanding of what has taken place here, there are other witnesses whose contribution to the investigation can be just as valuable. Everything that was disturbed by the killer or their victim, everything that was touched, no matter how lightly, can also tell you something about what took place here and why. For there is a peculiar alchemy that occurs in the white heat of violence that turns the basest of things into something more valuable than gold. And it is these unremarkable objects, the overturned and sometimes overlooked, that can help tell the story of what happened here.

These are the dark objects that will help you catch your killer.
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THE FIRST MESSAGE BUZZES AT eight twenty-seven on the Highgate Ladies’ Book Club WhatsApp group.

—Something’s happening at the Miller house—it says—police cars outside.

—I saw thm 2 on way 2 yoga—someone immediately confirms. —2 policemen stndng by the door.

A member of the group who lives close to swain’s Lane grabs a lead and drags her bewildered old spaniel out for a second walk, hoping a stroll through the cemetery behind the Miller house might yield fresh gossip, which it does, though not of the caliber she was hoping for.

—They’ve cloned the cemetery—she types, eager fingers hitting Send before she notices autocorrect has made a nonsense of her message.

—CLOSED—she types quickly to head off the swarms of corrections from the Olympic-standard pedants of the book club. —They’ve sealed off the pavement outside the house. I asked what was going on but was told to move on.

And as nothing on the suburban landscape inflames interest more than a wall, so the barrier to information hastily erected around the Miller house only serves to galvanize the resourceful, well-connected, and perennially bored neighbors to greater feats of industry and espionage. “Miller house,” “Highgate incident,” and “police” are tapped into Google along with the Millers’ names, just as they were a year earlier when the couple first moved in, and with similarly frustrating results. Nothing comes back—not a photograph, not an article, not even a Facebook page. In the modern age where everyone of any substance can always be stalked through a Google search, Mike and Kate Miller are ghosts.

—I bet he hit her and she called the police—a new message says.

—OMG I was thinking that—buzzes an immediate response. —I met them at the Cemetery Trust Summer Party and they seemed way too happy. No one is THAT happy.

—Exactly. They’re too perfect to be THAT perfect.

—I met them at the Summer Party too—another message cuts in. —I actually found them both to be utterly charming, and so, so glamorous.

—Bit up themselves though aren’t they?

—That’s what I thought, I’m so glad you said that.

—Well I think they’re lovely—Heather Robinson, lady captain of the local golf club and nearest neighbor to the Millers, chimes in. —Last Xmas I knocked on their door selling tickets for the raffle and Kate Miller bought all ten books on the spot. Gave me a Company Coutts check. She also won two prizes, decent prizes too, but told me to put them back into the next raffle. I hope nothing terrible has happened to them.

There is a brief, chastened pause where everyone sheepishly considers their meanness for a moment, then:

—2 prizes!?—a new message exclaims. —Some ppl R born lucky. Bn doing the rffle 10 yrs and nvr won.

—Me either. And it’s easy to be generous when you’re rolling in cash.

—But who are they? Does anyone know where they came from or how they made their money?

—I heard it’s all her money

—A friend of my husband said it’s all him, that he inherited a fortune and that she’s some kind of Swedish aristo, or Danish maybe, one of the Scandi countries anyway. Did you see that police drama on BBC Four btw, the one with the autistic detective who shags everyone? Me and Rog binged it last week.

—I think they were dodgy—another says, ignoring the group’s usual diversion of TV chatter. —No one that young has that much money without something shady going on.

—I saw people in paper suits going into the house—a new message says, elevating things to a whole new level because everybody’s binge-watched the police dramas and knows what paper suits and policemen mean.

—There was an ambulance at the house—another message buzzes immediately afterward. —I think I saw Kate Miller getting into it.

The author of this message, Jane Farrow, new to the book group and eager to work her way into favor, did not see Kate Miller getting into anything but thought she might have done, and so this tiny lie, born of insecurity and a burning desire to be of use, sets everyone hurtling down the wrong track. Contact lists are hastily consulted, eager eyes searching for anyone they know in the medical field who might be able to find out where Kate Miller has been taken and, by extension, what has happened to her.

In the days to come, when what has actually happened in the Miller house becomes global news, Jane Farrow will look back at this moment and reread her message to the WhatsApp group she never gets messages from anymore. And though no one will ever tell her to her face why she’s been ghosted, she will know in her heart that this was the moment it all went wrong. Because she had not seen Kate Miller getting into an ambulance, and the information they have all been collectively and aggressively chasing down all morning is about to come to them and prove it.

—THE POLICE ARE HERE—a new message declares in caps.

It comes from Heather Robinson, nearest neighbor of the Millers.

—I’m in the kitchen making tea. Bob’s in the living room talking to them now.

Heather arranges four bone china cups and saucers on a tray and considers biscuits as the replies come buzzing like flies, sending her phone skittering across the granite countertop.

—Plainclothes or uniforms?

—What have they said?

—What happened?

—What happened?

—What happened?

Heather decides against biscuits, swaps the fine china for the mugs she keeps for plumbers, builders, and other trade, then sweeps her buzzing phone off the granite.

—Kettle’s boiled—she types with fumbling fingers. —I’ll let you know what they say once they’ve gone.
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LAUGHTON REES SITS IN A high-ceilinged corridor outside the headmaster’s office of St. Mark’s C of E school in Holloway, feeling like she’s twelve and in trouble again. She taps her fingers on the sides of her chair in patterns of three and runs through what she wants to say for the thousandth time, her eyes darting around and taking in the details of the old building: cracked paint peeling from cast-iron radiators, tall windows designed to let in maximum light before electric lighting existed. It reminds her of the school she went to when her mother was still around, back when everything had been relatively normal.

“Mrs. Rees?” She looks up at Mr. Day, headmaster of St. Mark’s, standing framed in his office doorway. He is lean and tanned, with sandy, wavy hair brushed forward like a Roman emperor. “Sorry to keep you.” His bright blue eyes twinkle amid laughter lines deepened by an unseasonal tan. “Please, come in.”

Laughton follows him into a surprisingly large office and he gestures toward a row of soft seating arranged around a low coffee table covered with copies of the school manifesto, “Learning to Learn Differently.” There’s also a slim file folder with Gracie’s name on it, the same type old police files are kept in, and the sight of her daughter’s name on one makes Laughton’s heart race and her mouth go dry.

“Thank you for seeing me, Mr. Day,” she says, sitting in one of the low chairs and sinking uncomfortably low in it.

“Jonathan,” he says, sitting opposite and smiling benevolently. “Call me Jonathan, we’re not big on formality here at St. Mark’s. So”—he leans forward and lowers his voice like he’s about to share a secret—“I understand you’re a crime writer?”

“No, I’m . . . not exactly.” Laughton shuffles forward in her seat to unsink herself and balances on the front edge. “I write about crime, but not fiction.”

Jonathan nods. “Still, I imagine you must see some pretty toe-curling sights in your line of work, crime scenes, murders, that kind of thing?”

“Er . . . sometimes, yes, but only in pictures. I’m an academic, so I study solved cases, not live ones. I don’t attend crime scenes.”

“Right.” He looks disappointed.

“So, Gracie,” Laughton says, anxious to steer the conversation back in a more rehearsed direction.

“Yes. How’s she getting on?”

“Well, not great, actually.”

“Right.” Jonathan sits back and folds his arms in a classic, defensive, closed-down display. Laughton looks away, breaking eye contact to make him feel more comfortable, instinctively using techniques she has studied and written about in relation to interviewing criminals. She focuses instead on the racing bike hanging on a special bracket on the far wall, surrounded by twenty or so student portraits of Mr. Day, which give her an idea.

“Mr. Day,” she says, looking him in the eye again but making sure her head is angled down and her eyeline below his.

“Jonathan,” he corrects.

“Yes, sorry—Jonathan. You have clearly done some amazing things at this school.”

He smiles and his arms relax a little. “Thank you.”

Laughton takes a copy of “Learning to Learn Differently” from the table. “You also wrote something in here that I thought was very wise.” She flicks through the pages of smiling children and inspirational quotes. “You wrote about the importance of failure as a learning tool.”

Jonathan unfolds his arms to receive the full force of her compliments, and in this one gesture Laughton realizes she wasted half the night worrying. Appealing to a man with pictures of himself all over his office walls is easy. All you have to do is flatter him.

“Here it is—‘At St. Mark’s we allow children to “fail” because we believe that through this “failure” they will gain a deeper and more sustained understanding of an idea.’”

Jonathan nods. “I firmly believe you learn more from your own mistakes than from someone else’s successes, so failing is essential.”

“Good. Well then, I think this meeting could prove to be a useful learning opportunity.”

“How so?”

“Because your current policy on bullying is failing.”

Jonathan shoots her a half-smiling, half-quizzical look. “Well, we don’t tolerate bullying in any form, so I’m not sure how that can be viewed as a failure.”

“No, I agree, a zero-tolerance policy on bullying is essential in any school. What I’m not really clear about is how you don’t tolerate bullying here. Take my daughter’s experience, for example. Gracie has, unfortunately, had a truly miserable time since moving to this school. From day one she has been systematically excluded, both in class and out, in person and through social media. When I first spoke to her teacher about it months ago she told me it was a particularly cliquey year group and advised me to give it time to sort itself out. Well, it’s been almost a year now, and far from getting better, it’s gotten progressively worse, to the point where she has now been threatened with a knife, all of which I have reported in detail to Gracie’s class rep, her teacher, and also to Mrs. Rowe, who I believe is head of overall pastoral care in the school, but nothing has been done, nothing has changed, and so the evidence suggests that bullying is not only being tolerated at this school, it is actually being allowed to thrive.”

Jonathan shifts uncomfortably in his chair. “Well, firstly, I’m sure Lois—Mrs. Rowe, who indeed is in charge of pastoral care—will have looked into everything thoroughly. She sends her apologies, by the way, she’s on a training course this week, but everything will be here in your daughter’s file.”

He picks up Gracie’s file and opens it just as the door swings open behind him. He turns and smiles at the messy-haired eleven-year-old boy who shuffles into the office clutching a piece of paper.

“Morning, Carter. What’s that you got?”

The boy shyly hands him the piece of paper and shoots Laughton a cold look.

“Well, look at this.” Jonathan turns the page so Laughton can see the drawing of a man with scribbly reddish-brown hair and blue eyes. “Well, this is so good it will just have to go in the gallery, won’t it?”

He rises, takes a pinch of Blu-Tack from a lump clearly left on the wall for magic moments like these, and adds the picture to the others.

“Can we do reading now?” the boy says, shooting another unfriendly glance at Laughton.

Jonathan looks at her, his eyebrows raised in query as if expecting her to say, “Hey, you go right ahead.” When she does not, he turns back to the boy.

“I’m just in the middle of something right now, Carter,” he says, and the boy’s shoulders drop. “But when I’ve finished we’ll read for a bit, OK?”

The boy glances back at Laughton like she just stole his ice cream, then sulks out of the room.

“One of our SEN students,” Jonathan explains, sitting back down and picking up the file. “Special educational needs. We allow them to a be a bit free range so they don’t feel stressed, and my open-door policy means I tend to get little visits all day long.”

He holds the file at
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