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‘It is difficult to get a man to understand something when his salary depends on his not understanding it.’


Upton Sinclair, 1935
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Professor Claudia Atkins O’Sheil, MBE, and Lord Philip Ardmore were taking the back stairs at the Royal College of Forensic Scientists in Regent’s Park, heading down to the distant rumble of a party in the open courtyard.


Even here, in a little-used service area, the new building was elegant and understated. A handrail of pale ash spiralled seamlessly down from the third floor. A soft light from skylights tucked into the eaves made the concrete walls look like grey suede in the late January gloom.


In just twenty minutes Claudia was due on stage in front of an auspicious audience, being filmed and recorded as she gave a career-defining speech about her most famous criminal case. She would outline the facts of the murders at Chester Terrace and the subsequent investigation, explain how her scientific evidence had secured the conviction of a vicious murderer.


But Claudia was not going to give that speech. She was going to tell the truth tonight. It would ruin her life but she had to do it.


If certain people knew what she had planned they would do anything to stop her so she had been careful and secretive. To protect her sons from this act of social terrorism, she had tucked them somewhere safe and set up a bank account in their names. She’d handwritten the speech and burned her early drafts because she didn’t trust the security on her computer or the sanctity of her bins.


Every minute of every day for the past few weeks she had been expecting to be found out, denounced and stopped. But it didn’t happen. In twenty minutes she would blow her world apart.


Astonished to have got this close, the enormous consequences of what she was about to do began to weigh on her. Her staff would lose their jobs. Criminal cases the world over would have to be retried. A lot of well-meaning people would be discredited. She would ruin her own career and that of the man walking with her now. Lord Philip Ardmore had asked her to speak tonight. He had sponsored her career in many ways, had been kind and supportive since she lost her husband. He had promoted and protected her.


Philip was quite proper and this would be a gross public humiliation for him.


Claudia was no great fan of drama but the theatrics were absolutely necessary. Having the courage to speak out was only half the issue. The real problem was getting people to listen.


Comfortable fictions versus awkward truths were not unheard of in forensic science.


A day after the first Shaken Baby Syndrome conviction the academic whose work it was based on gave several interviews to the press. The court had misunderstood his data, he said, the numbers didn’t mean that. No one listened to him. For decades afterwards grieving parents had been accused of shaking their infant children to death. It was a fairly successful charge: many accused fathers pled guilty and confessed to the crime. Of course the authorities were not in the home at the time of the offence. They couldn’t know which of the parents was to blame so both were charged. These couples often had other children. It occurred to no one that the fathers might plead guilty so that their partner was set free and allowed to raise the other kids. Shaken Baby Syndrome had a good conviction rate. It became an accepted charge.


And Claudia knew it was hard to listen to the contradiction of an established legal fact because reversals were so consequential. The serial killer Ted Bundy was convicted on the basis of Forensic Odontology, bite-mark-matching evidence, a science now discredited. If Bundy wasn’t dead, he’d be out.


She was familiar with the stickiness of a comfortable lie, how hard it was to make people turn and face the truth, so her revelations had to be spectacular. She would make a fool of herself by saying these things. She’d much rather just keep quiet and collect her pension, but she might die of shame if she didn’t do something. She was too angry to stay silent.


The man walking next to her wouldn’t have let her out of the stairwell if he knew what she was planning. He was the living embodiment of the status quo.


Lord Philip Ardmore had organised this celebration. It was the first anniversary of the opening of the Royal College of Forensic Scientists building, a relaunch. Last year’s actual opening party was ruined by the bloody events at Chester Terrace and it was important to Philip that tonight went well. He had steered the whole College project from design to completion and the building was a mirror to the man: clean, lean, considered and calming.


Ardmore, slim as a bookmark, was tall with thick silver hair. Though closing in on sixty, he still walked with a youthful bobbing gait, the eager lope of someone keen to get where he was going. This evening he was dressed in a classic but casual cream linen suit, the raspberry lining occasionally visible next to his crisp blue shirt. He wore no tie.


Professor Claudia O’Sheil, MBE, was a foot shorter and wide of hip, twenty years Philip’s junior with skin that tanned at the opening of a fridge and glossy black hair that neither steam nor witchcraft could tame. She had dressed in a black silk shirt under an Yves St Laurent trouser suit in burnt orange velvet that was terrifyingly easy to stain.


Philip expected the night to go like this: a bit of mingling, sipping champagne, and then they’d all file into the auditorium. He’d introduce Claudia in glowing terms and then she would get up and tell the story of Jonty and Francesca’s murders, finally putting that ghastly episode behind them all. The applause would be rapturous. Afterwards they would mill for a while, being congratulated, greeting old friends, before slipping out of a side door to a waiting car and being driven over to his club for a celebration dinner.


The Albemarle Club was so high table that it had only recently acknowledged the existence of women. Eight former Prime Ministers had been members and Beau Brummel was one of its founders. Members were limited to a few visitors per year and being invited to supper there was a step up on the golden ladder. Philip knew that Claudia loved a bit of upper-class nonsense, that’s why he nominated her for her MBE. He’d hinted that, after this evening, a damehood could only be an honours list or two away.


But that was not the evening Claudia had planned.


She was going to get up on stage and, in full view of everyone, she was going to tell the truth about what happened. She was going to hit the fuck-it button and blow her life up. It would ruin her and they were roped together, these two. Only Claudia was braced for the fall though. Philip was defenceless.


Feeling a pang of conscience, she glanced at him and saw his nose twitching.


‘Claudia, have you been smoking?’


She bristled. ‘No, of course not.’ But then she sniffed her sleeve, the soft velvet brushing her nose, and even she could smell the disgusting tang of smoke. ‘Actually, I have.’ She bit her bottom lip. ‘I didn’t notice the smell. Shit.’


Philip reached into his inside pocket. ‘No, it’s fine. Look.’ He took out a tiny sample vial of scent. ‘Shall I squit this cologne over you?’ He held it above her head, his finger poised over the pump lid.


She nodded and he sprayed a tiny glittering cloud into the air. It settled on her head and shoulders.


Philip sniffed the air around her, ‘You smell lovely now.’


But she didn’t really smell lovely. She just smelled like him.


They continued down the stairs and Claudia autopsied her response: was it normal to deny she’d been smoking and then admit it? Did she sound anxious? She wasn’t used to lying to anyone but herself.


If she sounded nervous the audience could dismiss what she said, say she was hysterical, a disappointing speaker, she’d had a terribly sad life what with her husband’s awful death and everything. They’d say that she was past her best.


Their steps echoed in the empty stairwell. Claudia felt an anxious tremor deep in her stomach as they approached the fire exit that led out into the Botanical Courtyard. The party hummed warmly beyond the doors.


They took a moment, knowing that this was the last time they’d be alone until after her speech. Philip cleared his throat, Claudia flattened her hair and pulled her jacket straight.


They looked at one another in their splendid clothes. They looked powerful and authoritative and they both knew it.


He turned to the door. ‘Ready?’


‘Yup.’


On Philip’s signal, they took a door each, pushed the bars down and made their entrance, swinging both doors wide into the party.


A roar of gaudy light hit Claudia’s eyes and she flinched as a sudden backdraft of dry heat from the patio heaters billowed into the stairwell.


She was back, a year ago to the day, standing next to Philip when he got the phone call that would bring them to this point.


Gunshots in a grand house less than half a mile away, up on Chester Terrace.


Two dead.


Come at once.


We have the place surrounded.
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The sweetness of the elderflower cordial and rising scent of daphne caught the back of Claudia’s throat. She felt a little sick. This was her first party since she was widowed. She didn’t want to come but was here to support her new boss at the forensic analysis company, ForSci Ltd. Sir Philip Ardmore had been so supportive of her since James died. Attending the opening ceremony of a building project he’d been instrumental in was the least she could do.


The warren of glass and concrete was on the edge of Regent’s Park and something of a miracle in the Central London conservation area. Planning regulations had been circumvented somehow or other. She thought the sheer social heft of the board might have something to do with that. Tonight was the opening party and they were all there: all the MPs and MBEs, the landed and the lords. She would have been anxious about the company if she wasn’t still a little numb. The lingering shock of James’s sudden death lent her an air of disinterested sangfroid.


Her doctor refused to prescribe antidepressants. They won’t work for you, he said, grief is a rational reaction to your husband dying. The depression is natural, not something that can be washed away with chemical sunshine. You’ll just have to wait until the gnawing awareness of the frailty of life recedes, which it will. I’m sorry.


Claudia was sorry too but functioning in low mood gave her a new perspective. It wasn’t insight so much as a world drained of colour, stripped back to clean lines with all the dissembling and distractions beyond her grasp. It had been four months and one week ago and Claudia had been absolutely still, watching the world move around her.


Her face still moved in expression-making ways. Her body went to work, came home, cooked, moved from their crappy cramped house in Battersea to an even shitter flat in Lambeth, attended meetings with pastoral care teachers concerned about her boys. But Claudia was frozen, watchful, waiting for the black to lift, to thin, for the shock to lessen. Adrenalin trilled through her body every waking moment. She felt as if she had woken up at the top of Nelson’s Column and was expected to act as if nothing had changed.


All she wanted to do was sit and smoke and sob. But she didn’t. She couldn’t afford to.


Ironically, she had been steeply promoted during this time, achieving an income she’d never managed when James was alive. She wondered if her detachment looked like wisdom from the outside, if it was a precondition of her success and why Sir Philip supported her rapid advancement in an area she had so little experience in.


She was coping, she kept reminding herself, countering the voice in her head that insisted she couldn’t cope. You are coping. Look at the evidence.


This evening she must have seemed less capable than usual though, because Philip had been following her around like an anxious nanny. That worried her. It didn’t do to look weak.


They were in an open space at the heart of the building, the Botanical Courtyard where, according to the newspapers, ancient poisons and hallucinogens were being grown under government licence. This wasn’t true. No one knew where the rumour started, but there had already been several attempted break-ins even before the official opening. Now brand-new cameras were trained on every corner.


A figure slid in front of Claudia, coming in from her blind spot, standing close, filling her field of vision with a large chest and broad shoulders. A woman with a domed forehead haloed by a velvet Alice band.


‘Claudia?’ Her head was tilted to the side, ‘Dr Claudia Atkins O’Sheil? Remember me? I’m Dr Kirsty Parry.’


Claudia didn’t think she did recall the woman but Kirsty was standing too close to focus on her face properly. ‘I’m terribly sorry…’


‘Organic Chemistry at Merton. Different year from you, two below, obviously you remember me.’


‘Oh, yes,’ lied Claudia, ‘of course, yes.’


Kirsty looked around the courtyard and the groups of people clustered around the heaters, ‘Odd time of year to have a party, isn’t it?’


Claudia hadn’t organised the party. ‘Is it?’


‘I mean January, really? People are barely back from skiing.’


‘Oh, I suppose so. Quite nice to be outdoors with the heaters on, isn’t it?’


Kirsty was looking down her nose at Claudia, sceptical, ‘You really don’t remember me, do you? We met at James’s service.’


‘His funeral?’


‘Yeah, yeah,’ Kirsty shook her head as though Claudia had said the wrong word and she wanted to shake it out of her ears. People unfamiliar with loss often behaved as if death was a vulgar mistake other people made.


‘Sorry,’ said Claudia, ‘it was a fairly hectic day, I’m sure you appreciate…’


‘Yeah yeah yeah. James and I, families knew each other. Ski school.’ She widened her eyes with surprise as if astonished at herself.


There was an edge to Kirsty, as if she wanted something but resented asking. She was wearing the bad tribal outfit of James’s class but she was a fine-looking woman underneath it, with a good long face, wide blue eyes and a poise that belied her head-girlishness. ‘We were only thirteen, yeah?’


Claudia didn’t know what she was being asked to affirm. The best she could come up with was, ‘Gosh!’


James had told her about ski school. His parents were quite old and had sent him away over Christmas thinking it would be a treat to be with other young people. But James was too young to be away, read the trip as rejection and cried all week.


‘Thirteen is so young! Too young,’ said Kirsty, not specifying for what and trundling on, ‘but, obviously, we knew each other since we were very little, kiddie parties and so on. Families…’ She sipped her drink, blinked twice and looked away.


Claudia gave a non-committal hum and tried to sidle off but Kirsty followed her. ‘Got kids, haven’t you? Boys?’


‘Yes.’


‘Ages?’


‘Thirteen and sixteen.’


‘Yeah. I didn’t work much when mine were little but I’m keen to get back into it.’


She stared at Claudia, unblinking, as if the ball was now in her court. ‘Back into what?’


‘Forensic reporting. D’you know of anything? I mean, I’ve got a doctorate from Oxford too, so…’


So juries will believe me, is what she meant, so judges will defer, so benefits-of-the-doubt will follow me all the days of my life.


‘James used to say how sinister it was that the red-brick universities corralled all the most ambitious young people together and crammed tradition down their throats as if they were showing them that change is impossible.’


Kirsty blinked and a weak smile wavered on her face. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘And Merton is lovely.’


Claudia sighed. She missed James a lot.


She came from a lower-middle-class home in Glasgow and arrived here via Oxford and a good marriage. She sometimes felt like an anthropologist among the Maasai, deciphering gestures and measuring heads, comprehending only a fraction of what was said, but even she could see that there was a hierarchy of belonging and some, like Kirsty Parry, might be in the group but were very definitely at the bottom.


‘Well,’ said Claudia. ‘I know Hamilton Analytics are looking for someone to run their low copy DNA lab. They’ve probably got work in other fields. What’s your specialism?’


Kirsty answered quickly. ‘That.’


They grinned at each other. Kirsty must want work badly enough to wing it and Claudia liked that.


‘Hubby’s between jobs at the moment, city… I’m feeling like I’d like to dip the toe…’


She was desperate for work. Claudia guessed that the husband had been sacked or had a breakdown, maybe their mortgage was overdue.


‘Well, you could do reports on the low copy job or, hear me out, something you actually know about. Was your DPhil research or theoretical?’


‘Research. Professor Dale’s project on haemolymph clotting in caterpillars. But I did tutor on the Forensic Science Masters.’


‘What did you tutor?’


‘Ethics in ancestry DNA sampling, blood spatter analysis and probabilities, all that stuff.’


‘Blood spatter? That’s my area—’


‘Oh, I’m well aware of that,’ said Kirsty, as if Claudia had taken a job that had been promised to her. ‘I tutored on the use of the O’Sheil Blood Spatter Probability Scale, actually. Specifically on your 3D reconstruction model.’


The Blood Spatter Probability Scale was Claudia’s seminal work, partly developed during her DPhil but never properly monetised because the university owned part of the copyright for her thesis. Her system fed all the blood spatter information from a crime scene into a computer programme which then created a 3D model reconstruction of the events. It had been groundbreaking and she was proud of it. After James died, Philip showed Claudia how to separate out the parts owned by the university and use the rest. He helped her register a worldwide licence on the BSPS. The effort had started to pay off now: it was so persuasive that it was being used by defence lawyers in every case that could afford the technology.


‘Well, Hamilton Analytics are always looking for analysists who can talk coherently on the stand. Believe it or not, most experts aren’t great at public speaking.’


‘Okay. Cheers for that. I saw Steve Hamilton earlier.’


‘Oh, you know Steve?’ Claudia had spotted him across the party. He had a distinctive head of hair that looked like a very expensive toupee but wasn’t.


‘Of course. Everyone knows everyone,’ said Kirsty, looking around for him.


Kirsty was right, this was an unusually narrow social tranche. They were all born rich or, like Claudia, were as driven as Tam O’Shanter fleeing Old Nick, running twice as fast as everyone else to feel they were keeping up. In her own middle-class Catholic Glaswegian background everyone knew each other, met at mass and attended the same schools, but the additional factor here was money and the worry that people who didn’t have any were trying to get theirs. Fear made the bond hermetic.


Kirsty was looking at her. It was probably Claudia’s turn to say something. ‘Small world,’ was the best she could come up with.


Kirsty was delighted by this. ‘Oh!’ she said, as if this was an earth-shattering observation, ‘Terribly small!’


Philip slid a shoulder in between the two women. ‘Kirsty Parry…’


‘Sir Philip Ardmore!’ Kirsty brightened at his presence. ‘We were just saying what a small world it was.’


Claudia could see that Kirsty found Philip terribly attractive. A lot of women did. He was tall and drole and always well dressed. Claudia liked small, angry men like James. It may have been her disinterest that made it possible for them to be friends.


He and Claudia were so closely associated that her assistant, Rob, had nicknamed them ‘Mop ’n’ Bucket’. They were as close as anyone could be with their boss: Philip confided sometimes, about work frustrations, how his divorce from his chaotic wife, Mary, was going, about his love life. He was cryptic about it. He currently had a crush on someone he called ‘L.B.’. Claudia reciprocated the confidences a bit but always held a little back. He was her boss after all.


Kirsty wandered off, absorbed into another group nearby.


Philip shook his head, ‘I knew I should come over when I saw you talking to Kirsty Parry.’


‘Doctor Kirsty Parry,’ corrected Claudia.


‘Oh yeah, she’s terribly keen on the titles. Called me ‘Sir’ eight times in one sentence earlier.’ Philip was still a little queasy over his recent knighthood, granted in the last New Years Honours list.


‘She said “everyone knows everyone” as if I was trespassing on the gene pool.’


‘An odd fish,’ he frowned. ‘That hairband screams fifth place at the gymkhana. Oh God, look who she’s talking to now.’


They looked over at Kirsty, now standing with a group of people listening to Sir Evan Evans murder an anecdote. Something about his shoes being Italian! From a little man in Perugia! Wooden lasts hanging up all over his teeny, tiny little shop! You had to go in sideways!


Evan Evans was the dullest man in London. He routinely began a story and forgot where he was going with it, not because he was old, but simply from the sheer habit of being listened to when he shouldn’t have been. His money was as old as his face was red. Claudia thought people were so open in their dislike of him because he was what they feared they might be: rich and dull and only invited out of obligation because he donated to everything.


‘I can’t abide that braying fool.’


Claudia watched Kirsty nodding over Evan Evans’ shoulder at his audience, as though he was delivering their conjoined thoughts. She quite liked Kirsty. She trusted people with clumsy social skills.


‘Oh, my little stubby legs are aching.’ Her stubby little legs were fine but she wanted to move the conversation on from bitching because it was a downer. ‘Let’s sit down, shall we?’


They looked around and found a bench.


It was a relief to get out of the rolling howls of heat from the mushroom heaters, nice to feel the crisp evening air wash across their faces. Darkness was falling softly and the lights from inside the building glowed upward, warm and flattering. She sat down and gave a little groan. Her shoes were formal and pinched.


‘I must be getting old,’ she said. ‘Tonight has wiped me out.’


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, you’re not even forty,’ said Philip, sitting down. ‘Wait ’til you’re my age. My knees pop so loudly they wake me up at night.’


He was trying to cheer her up, it was sweet, but she must have been looking miserable for him to try so hard.


‘Anyway,’ she tipped her glass at the lovely setting. ‘Here’s to a job well done, Philip, to getting this built, setting up ForSci and all the charity work you do. A knighthood well deserved.’


‘Well,’ he sighed. ‘Here’s the catch. I’ve been working up to telling you all night. I’ve been asked to chair the Forensic Ethics Committee. We’re drawing up a protocol on what is and isn’t admissible, stop phrenology and palm readings getting into court, but I’d have to divest myself from ForSci.’


That sounded ominous. ‘And will you?’


‘Thinking about it, yes. I have a buyer looking at the company. A conglomerate have been making increasingly wild offers for nearly a year. Will they be impressed? It’s all going quite well?’


She said yes, they were getting lots of commissions, doing a high volume of court reports under the new system.


Forensic testing had recently been taken out of public ownership and privatised. Companies like ForSci and Hamilton Analytics commissioned tests and submitted a Streamlined Forensic Report to the court, bringing all the results together in a concise single page that was easy to digest. The defence could accept the test results in the report or dispute it, in whole or in part. Mostly they accepted the report and the case proceeded on an agreed set of scientific facts. It was saving the courts a lot of time.


ForSci Ltd were at the forefront of this new market and Claudia’s Blood Spatter Probability Scale was their calling card. It was Claudia’s idea to pay their staff commission for each bid submitted and work was flooding in.


‘Want to buy my stake?’ he said, serious for once.


He didn’t know that Claudia’s finances were still dire, that James had left nothing but debts. ‘Still reeling from James, to be honest. I think I should avoid big decisions for a while.’


‘All right, well, I have a potential buyer but I’ll have to step aside as Clinical Director. Would you take the position? It’s a lot more money and there’s a house because the director has to live in central London.’


‘A house?’


‘It’s draughty but a nice part of Belgravia.’


‘You’re joking?’


‘No. It belonged to my grandma, actually, but it was sitting empty. I signed it off to the company as a tax write off.’


James was a lawyer. He would have asked more about that but James was gone.


‘Is that usual?’


‘Oh, yes. The office needs to be near the courts, you need to live near the office. Perfectly usual. You’re a great asset.’


A house. She was currently roaring through her savings paying the rent on a cramped ex-council flat in Lambeth.


‘Let me think about it?’ But she was going to say yes. ‘I’ll let you know tomorrow. How’s L.B.?’


He was having an affair with someone, possibly married, definitely secret.


‘Oh, you know,’ Philip smiled and a soft blush broke high on his cheeks, ‘little evenings here and there. Christmas is always difficult.’


A mobile phone rang out, muffled.


Panicked at vague thoughts of her boys falling, fleeing, fighting, Claudia flattened her hand on her handbag to feel for vibrations. Nothing. Relieved it wasn’t hers, she looked at Philip. He stood up, patted himself down and pulled his buzzing mobile out.


‘Hello?’


He had pressed speaker by accident and the glass behind him amplified snippets of the voice on the other end. It was a woman’s voice, flat-toned and urgent: ‘Sir Philip Ardmore? Chester Terrace. Come at once… Two dead… We have the place surrounded.’


Philip froze. ‘Bixby?’ His face glazed over and he stared blindly into the middle distance.


‘Get here right now,’ demanded the voice. ‘We cannot have another Lucan.’


Philip caught sight of himself in the mirrored glass and his hand startled open in surprise. The phone dropped, spinning through the air until the corner met the concrete and the glass face shattered to opal. The phone spun on its edge, tottering like a hero cop shot through the heart, until it fell onto its back, dead.


Philip stared down at it, open mouthed.


Claudia stood up. ‘What?’


His eyes were vacant and wide, his breathing shallow.


‘Who was that? Philip? Sit down.’


Eyes unfocused, Philip reached for the bench to sit but then remembered suddenly he had to leave and jerked away, missing the paving stone, his ankle buckling and righting itself as she caught his arm.


Claudia tried to pull him back to the bench, ‘Come – sit down for a minute.’


He mumbled something about driving.


‘You’re not driving anywhere alone,’ she said, wishing someone had done this for her when they called about James. ‘Not in that beast of a car. And you’ve been drinking. I’ll come. I’ll drive.’
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A deep velveteen dark ebbed through the trees in Regent’s Park, rare enough in central London to make night itself feel expensive. They were sitting in Philip’s Aston Martin DB9, parked on double yellow lines on the Outer Circle, looking across a private garden to Chester Terrace, a long white façade of very grand townhouses, each worth tens of millions. The tedium of the white frontage was broken up with runs of Corinthian columns and pediments but the houses behind were uniform, all tall, impassive, haughty.


Except for one.


Flashing blue siren lights washed across the face of number 10. On the first floor a knocked-over lamp shone straight out of the window, slicing into the dark like a blitz-era searchlight. Uniformed police officers stood guard at the front door with their thumbs hooked into the armholes of their hi-viz stab vests, watching the road, on high alert behind crime-scene tape strung across the steps.


The street in front of the house was one way, single lane, but police cars and incident vans had driven into it from both sides. Several vehicles had doors left wide open where the occupants had run into the house.


Claudia recognised the armed response vehicle. An active shooter must have been suspected but officers guarding the door meant the scene had been cleared. The biggest scene-of-crime van was there. Multiple bodies.


Something very bad had happened.


The house itself looked cherished. It had window boxes of pink and purple cyclamen hanging messily over the sills and curtains open on windows dressed with ornaments on the ledge inside, a classic move to foreground the gaze of passersby and stop them peering into the occupied rooms. This house was loved and lived in. It stood out because so many of its neighbours were sterile, metal bars over dark windows and corporate curtains. A lot of London property sat dark: the city was the new Casablanca, a non-place where dark money could hide and fester in the warm.


In the car beside her Philip’s breathing was fast and shallow. Soft yellow and pink lights from the dashboard uplit them both.


She was waiting for him to ask her to drive up to the house. He’d barked at her to stop here, just for a moment, please, he couldn’t quite stand to go there yet. This was why they were parked on double yellow lines watching the house across a dark private garden, a fenced-off strip of lawn with big rhododendron bushes that blocked the view from the public road. Still, a smattering of passersby had gathered to gawp. A man out walking his dog and a cyclist chatted amiably, silhouetted by the bright lights from the house. Further along a figure was standing on an upturned plastic crate, watching the house through a long-lens camera.


Back in the car Philip’s hands were clamped tight between his knees. He was tense, sitting like a small boy waiting to be told bad news about home. She had never seen him look vulnerable. She felt oddly at home in the middle of this unfolding catastrophe. Her heart rate had slowed, her blood pressure dropped. It was as if she was built for calamity now.


Philip leaned forward to look past her and she read the movement as a sign he was thawing.


‘Shall we go on up now?’


‘A little longer?’


‘Sure.’


‘Sorry, Claudia, you need to get back for the boys.’


‘It’s fine, Philip, my sister is there.’


‘Gina’s still here?’


‘Still, yeah.’ She touched his forearm and felt him bristle. It was too intimate. She withdrew her hand. ‘Are you worried about being photographed?’


‘No, I’m just trying to catch my breath. The people who live there. Friends.’


She thought suddenly it might be L.B. ‘Close friends?’


‘One is a school friend. Since we were seven. At school. They want me to identify the bodies.’


‘Isn’t there someone else who could do that?’


‘Yes, but it’s better if it’s me.’


Identification was always a priority. No one wanted the wrong family notified of a horrific event.


She understood now why they were waiting in the dark, why he had dropped his phone and was too shaken to drive. They saw scarring sights all the time at work, bloody images and haunting details, but they all developed techniques for dealing with that: covering a victim’s face, looking only at the injury instead of the whole person, avoiding biographical details. These things all helped them do their jobs dispassionately. Identifying the remains of someone they had known in life was a very different thing and Claudia knew how bad it was. She’d identified James’s body and wished she hadn’t.


‘Who else could do it?’


‘The other person is very young. Too young.’


‘How young?’


‘Twenty-one but not mentally robust.’ Philip rubbed his eyes, ‘It’s complicated. He’s volatile.’


He was in shock, liable to make bad decisions. She thought getting him to talk might be useful.


‘When did you last see this friend?’


‘Couple of months ago. I bought him a guard dog for the house. A Rhodesian ridgeback. Poor thing must be dead.’


‘It could have run away?’ she said hopefully but she couldn’t see the dog unit van or an RSPCA truck.


‘Ridgebacks don’t run away.’


‘Why did he need a guard dog?’


‘He was afraid of his son,’ Philip gave his knees a sickly smile. ‘Of William. He’s an unhappy mix of troubled and spoiled. Only twenty-one but a gossip page regular. You may have read about him. Viscount William Stewart?’


She had heard of him. He had a lot of money and friends and provocative opinions. He and his friends seemed to be at every party and opening in London. They were mythically confident. She envied them until she remembered that she was old but even when young she had never liked parties, or staying out late, or talking to people very much.


She looked up to the house and recalled the image of a tall glamorous young man with long hair in a sweat-soaked T-shirt, pap-snapped coming out of a club. The sheen of sweat was still on his face, steam rising from his shoulders.


‘I thought he was a jolly party boy.’


‘There’s a dark side to all of that.’


‘A violent side?’


‘Jonty was scared enough to get a very big dog. He was worried.’ Philip slumped forward as if he was going to be sick between his knees. He looked suddenly very old and his voice dropped to a whisper. ‘Father and son are on bad terms. William’s in and out of rehab. They’re expensive. Promise after promise, but he always uses again.’


‘Addicts aren’t lying when they promise to clean up and fail. With the best will in the world rehab doesn’t always work.’


He smiled at his hands, ‘Jonty is used to throwing money at his problems. Thirty thousand a week, some of them.’


‘For him. A lot of them charge on a sliding scale though.’ Claudia watched the cyclist swing a leg over his bike and cast off along the pavement towards the photographer standing on tiptoe, holding his camera above his head and snapping furiously at the figures moving in the first-floor window. ‘How did the press get here so quickly?’


‘Police scanner. They’ll be salivating at this. The paparazzi will be hoping for pictures of William cuffed and sobbing.’


‘They aren’t allowed to use pictures like that, surely?’


‘Well, it wouldn’t be an invasion of privacy because William has actively courted the press, giving interviews and doing photo shoots. And there was the law suit. He sued his father in open court, utterly verboten. People like that keep everything private, if you know what I mean…’ He meant people like him, not like her.


She brushed over the slight. ‘He sued his father for sending him to rehab?’


‘No, it’s a mess: William was left a hefty trust fund by his mother, lump sum deliverable when he came of age. With his lifestyle and drug use, Jonty worried he’d kill himself with it so he petitioned to get the age bar changed to thirty. Then Jonty and Francesca got engaged and William decided that Jonty was planning to start a second family to swindle him out of the money. He grew increasingly combative, giving interviews about corruption and off-shore companies and Luxembourg banks and all sorts of wild nonsense. Of course the media love it: a drug-addled upper-class twit, heir to an earldom and half of Scotland, staggering around and slandering his elders. Nothing makes them happier.’ He sat up and looked past her to the house, ‘I knew something might happen. I went to see William a few weeks ago but he wouldn’t listen to me, he wouldn’t listen to anyone. When I got that call, as soon as she said Chester Terrace, I knew I should have done more.’


‘Who’s “she”? Who called?’


‘Maura Langston, head of the Met. I’m keeping you back—’ He looked at the house and steeled himself. ‘Let’s drive up.’


‘Okay, but I’m in no great rush to get home.’


‘You sure?’


‘Positive.’


Claudia pulled the car out into the quiet road. The engine was almost silent. The seats were so comfortable and the steering so light that she had the sensation of sliding along the road in a bed. It felt for a moment like a nightmare she had after James died, a dream of driving fast, lying back and nodding off.


The wide road was empty as she took a right turn off it and up a slight incline, the surface of the road suddenly as smooth as marzipan. Every house bordering it was eerily white and still and silent, all of the windows dark and empty. The few cars parked on the street were small Ferraris and Porches, little nippy run-arounds, all clean and waxed. It was like driving through an AI-generated film of a street with all the grubby, unexpected details of real life air-brushed out.


Philip pointed her right again, down through a high arch straddling the street to a narrow road cluttered with cop cars.


Claudia took the turn, slowing under the narrow arch. As they emerged from the other side faces appeared from behind the vehicles, frowning cops tracking their approach. One spoke into the mic on his shoulder, reporting their arrival.


She slowed to a stop behind the SoC van. ‘Now, do you think you want to go alone or do—’


But Philip had already opened his door and stepped out.


‘Keep your hands up!’ she shouted after him. ‘Philip! Hands up! Firearms Unit!’


Philip raised his hands, up and clear, walking fast, but heading towards the taped-off steps instead of checking in with the cops by the vans as he should have.


Claudia scrambled out after him. He was so intent on getting there that he barely noticed her trotting at his heels.


A red-faced policeman in black jeans and matching T-shirt stepped out from the side of a van and sauntered into Philip’s path, watching him approach, standing with his legs wide and planted, ready to tackle him to the ground. He shouted at Philip to stop.


But Philip side-stepped him, barely sparing him a glance, and was immediately blocked by a square-shouldered woman in uniform.


Angry Cop did not like the attempt to evade him. He stepped in front of Philip and slammed a fat hand into his solar plexus, knocking him into a backwards stagger, ‘STOP or I’ll arrest you. What’s your name?’


Philip regained his footing, reared up to his full height and looked down his nose at the officer.


‘I am Sir Philip Ardmore, President of the Royal College of Forensic Scientists. I’m here at the request of CI Maura Langston.’ The cop’s eyes widened. ‘Go and get her for me. DO IT NOW.’


The cop looked from Philip to Claudia, glanced back at the two-hundred-grand sports car and its wide, sneering grill.


He dropped back a step, turned away, and went off to get his boss’s boss’s boss, ducking under the incident tape to the steps. He stopped next to the officers at the front door and muttered to them. They all looked back at Philip and Claudia. One of them spoke into his comms mic.


But Philip was suddenly moving again, hands still up, lurching a long-legged stride towards the tape and through it like a half-crazed marathon winner, dragging the tape behind him until it snapped as cops appeared from the cover of the vans and flew at him. Claudia had never seen him out of control.


She ran after him, taking the first step up to the door and then the second, grabbing at his arm, telling him no, ‘Philip! Don’t! No!’


They were on the steps, cops above them closing in formation and more below coming to grab them. This was when the front door of the house cracked open and a slit of cold white light razored into the dark street.


Everyone froze at the bloody sight inside.
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The walls were white, the stairs were white, the floor was black and white. Everything was neat and clean and white. It made the blood sing extra loud.


Ketchup-red arterial blood was smeared up white walls, pooled on the floor, ground into the pale runner carpet on the staircase straight ahead. This wasn’t spray but hectic throw-off. Someone drenched in blood had run wildly out of a doorway on the right and bolted up the stairs. The blood wasn’t theirs. No one losing that volume of blood could have made it so far. It was someone else’s blood.


After only a few steps on the stairs the cast-off blood thinned and smeared.


Claudia looked at the bloody footprints on the pale runner. Fleeing or following?


She narrowed her eyes. Only one set of footprints: they were chasing someone.


The image was so arresting that it took a moment for Claudia to drag her eyes to the person stepping out of the front door.


A dumpy woman dressed in a double white paper SoC suit, hood up over her hair and a clear face-shield held on by a spongy strap around her forehead. The plastic misted with her breath making her face vague. It cleared as she breathed in and then misted again.


The woman stood very still, waiting until the door was closed behind her before looking up. She nodded at Philip. He nodded back.


Claudia recognised her from the news. This was Maura Langston, newly appointed head of the Metropolitan Police.


Langston pushed her visor up, gasping a lungful of fresh air. Everyone hated these visors, they forced you to smell your own breath for hours at a time, but it was an important precaution because the DNA testing was so sensitive now that anyone could contaminate a scene just by walking through it.


Maura slid off the paper hood and smoothed back her brown hair, taking her hand off just as a breeze from the park blew it up at the back, lifting it high around her head, a small animal puffing herself up bigger as a defence mechanism.


‘I wasn’t expecting you,’ she said to Philip. ‘You hung up on me.’


Philip muttered a sorry and explained that he’d dropped the phone.


‘Well, I wish you had called back because William Stewart is now on his way over here. This is DI Nick Heely, the officer in charge.’ She pointed at Angry Cop. Heely bared his teeth. Philip nodded a chilly hello.


‘And DI Aisha Gupta.’


The square-shouldered woman nodded at them.


The mood on the steps had changed with Maura’s arrival. Now the cops stood to attention and tried to look busy, nervous because Claudia and Philip had walked through the tape and they’d been charged with stopping that very thing happening. Langston acknowledged it.


‘It’s fine, officers. Stand down. I called Sir Philip and requested his attendance at this scene. Just write up the perimeter breach in the Crime Scene Log.’


Maura spoke as if she was conducting a training exercise. It was odd and officious but then Claudia noticed a bodycam clipped onto her suit. Maura was performing for a future audience.


It was a standard-issue bodycam, small, black and yellow with a blinking red eye in the centre to show that it was recording.


Claudia watched a lot of footage from those cameras and was used to being the viewer. Now she was the one being filmed at an unflattering angle and in a harsh light. She saw herself in the future, watching the film of herself, wondering if she was a liar and was suddenly painfully self-conscious, standing stiff, holding her stomach in. It felt as if she’d unwittingly stepped out onto a stage during a play.


Maura Langston peeled the paper suits from her shoulders, tutting theatrically at the clumsy bodycam as if she’d found a spider on her lapel. She unclipped the camera and turned it off, left the suit hanging around her middle. She shouldn’t have taken her suit off at all; handling PPE was bad practice. Claudia thought she’d done it as an excuse to turn the camera off. Police officers weren’t obliged to keep their bodycams running, no one wanted footage of them eating lunch or going to the toilet, but they might be asked to explain if they turned it off at a crucial moment. Langston had something to say to Philip, something she didn’t want anyone else to hear.


She nodded him down to the pavement, ‘See you for a minute?’


They stepped through the rip in the incident tape. ‘Replace that,’ said Maura as she led Philip and Claudia into the shadow side of a van, out of ear and camera shot. Philip looked anxiously back at the house.


‘Bixby?’


‘In the dining room, shot in the head.’ Maura pointed back at the front hall. ‘That’s what all the blood is from. The dog. One shot fired.’


He was puzzled, ‘Only one shot?’


‘Yes, the couple are dead upstairs. Knife wounds. Someone’s walked in on a dinner, shot the dog, chased them upstairs and got them there. We haven’t found the knife but there’s a leg of lamb on the table and nothing to carve it with. Probably the weapon.’


‘If they got all the way into the dining room Bixby must have known them.’ Philip looked up at the door. ‘How long ago?’


‘No more than forty minutes.’ Maura looked at her feet, reverting to a comforting recitation of facts. ‘Neighbours rang as soon as they heard the shot. Call is logged at seven fifty-two so it started at seven fifty or so. Seem to have left across the roof.’


‘So they knew the house?’


‘Looks that way. Bloody mess in there. I need an ID on them and I need it quickly.’


Philip whispered, ‘I don’t want William seeing his pa like that.’


‘Philip,’ warned Maura quietly, ‘he may already have seen his father like that.’


There was a short pause, a missed beat. They were both afraid that William Stewart had killed his father.


Philip didn’t say anything so Claudia did, ‘Why bring a gun and use a knife?’


‘We don’t know,’ said Langston. ‘Shotgun was antique, discarded next to the dog. Could have jammed. Or two or more perpetrators. One shooting, one chasing. They may have wanted to use a knife. It’s…’ she looked up at the beam of light coming from the front room, ‘very personal.’ That meant vicious, that meant bad. ‘We’re still documenting. Haven’t examined anything much so far but we need definite names to move this on. I’ll show you some images—’


Claudia stepped in front of him, ‘Could I look at the photographs first? To crop them for Philip so that they’re not too messy?’


Maura looked at Claudia as if she’d just noticed her. ‘Sorry, who actually are you?’


Claudia introduced herself.


‘Oh, ForSci? The Blood Spatter Probability Scale.’ Maura warmed a fraction. ‘Of course. And James Atkins…’


‘His widow, yes.’


‘Oh, yes, well, I’m sorry for… I didn’t recognise you out of context. I’m so sorry about James.’


‘Yes, thank you.’


Philip raised a wry eyebrow and Claudia smirked as Maura gestured back up to the house.


‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘William’s on the way here. I’ll interview him right away, we have to, for the optics, because of Lord Lucan.’


Claudia didn’t know what she was talking about.


‘Lucan was a lord,’ explained Philip. ‘He murdered a woman in the seventies and then disappeared. The press were convinced that he was allowed to escape because he was titled. William is a viscount, he’ll inherit an earldom, so what Maura’s saying is that he needs to be investigated meticulously so that there’s no doubt about her even-handedness.’


‘Well, if he does turn up you’ll know if he was involved,’ said Claudia. ‘Judging from the state of the hall he’ll be covered in blood if he did it.’


‘Okay.’ Maura leaned in, whispering to Philip. ‘The press are here. We don’t want prejudicial images circulating of William covered in blood, being cuffed and bundled into a van. Can you take him in your car?’


‘No,’ he didn’t hesitate, ‘not if he’s covered in blood.’


‘We’ll suit him up. We’ll put sheets down.’


‘Maura, if he did this dreadful thing I may find myself rather upset with him. I don’t want to give him a lift somewhere, do you see? And the upholstery is white, it’s a very expensive car.’


‘What if he’s clean?’


Exasperated, Philip conceded, ‘If he’s clean I’ll drive him. If he’s innocent we’ll take him, yes, but Claudia is driving so you’d have to ask her.’
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