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Dedication

For Emily.
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Prologue

‘Do we have to go inside?’ The boy, small for eight, stops walking before reaching the flaky green gate and looks up at his sister, his large, brown eyes begging.

‘We’re already late. You don’t want another whipping, do you?’

‘No.’ His lower lip wobbles, and the girl sighs and turns to him, putting her backpack on the pavement. With both her hands firmly on his shoulders, she stoops to look into his eyes.

‘Come on. I’ll sneak you in and straight up the stairs. Then I’ll make us Dairylea sandwiches.’

‘Can we eat them in your special tent?’ As he asks, he dips his head, and a chunk of sand-coloured hair falls over his right eye. The girl pushes it back. There’s only one year and eleven months between them, but already she’s far more grown up; she’s had to be.

‘Course,’ she says. 

He smiles, then, and takes a deep breath. ‘I’m glad I’ve got you.’

‘I’m glad I’ve got you, too,’ she says. And she means it.

The smell of stale fags, alcohol, and what she guesses is pee hits her as she cracks open the front door and pops her head around to see if the coast is clear. She had considered trying the back door, but that needs WD-40 and squeals like a hundred mice, so they could never have snuck past him, no matter how drunk he is today. He always senses when they’re home. He smells them, like the giant in the sky in Jack and the Beanstalk.

It’s not him the girl glimpses, though, and she allows the air in her lungs to escape with a low hiss. Maybe they got away with it this time. The woman, dressed in a grubby, oversized t-shirt, with skinny legs clad in patchy grey leggings, lies on her back on the stained beige two-seater sofa. One arm dangles off it, the hand open and an empty wine bottle on its side beneath it. Crushed beer cans scatter the floor, making the pattern of the carpet almost invisible. A waft of sick rides on the air and the girl screws her nose up before pinching it tight with her thumb and finger. She notices lumps of undigested food mixed in a gravy-like liquid on the side of her mother’s face, spreading over the edge of the sofa. 

Her breath hitches. Is she dead? The girl moves to block her brother’s line of sight. She can’t let him see. ‘Go on,’ she whispers, pushing him behind her back towards the stairs. 

He barely gets his foot on the first step when the voice bellows.

‘Where the fuck have you two been?’ He’s standing at the top; must’ve just got out the loo. The girl pulls the boy back to her and they both recoil, slamming hard against the wall. If they could disappear into it, they would. ‘You better have got my stuff?’

As he descends the stairs, she slips the backpack off her shoulder, undoes it and with a shaky hand delves inside. The man jerks forward, yanking the bag from her grip. He pulls out the bottle of whisky, then throws the bag back at her. The metal zip catches her square in the face. She yelps, touching her fingertips to her bleeding nose. He snorts, then pushes past them. Just as they think they’ve escaped the worst of it, he turns and rushes at the boy.

‘Pathetic wimp. Bet you got your sister to steal this, didn’t you?’ He whacks the bottle against the boy’s chest. ‘When I was your age, I’d be getting my old man whatever he fancied. No questions. No big sister to do it for me. You need to grow a pair.’ He makes a grab for the boy, one large hand squeezing hard between his legs until he cries out. The man laughs. ‘Just like I thought. No balls.’

Hot tears run down the boy’s cheeks, which makes the man laugh even harder.

The girl launches at him, smacking his arm. ‘Leave him alone!’ she yells. ‘I’m going to call the police.’

‘Oh, really? Where’s this come from, eh, kid? What are you, seven?’

‘No, I’m ten and you’re not our dad, so you don’t belong here.’ The warm, tight ball that began in her stomach, like a knotted piece of string, grows bigger and gets hotter. It rises up until it explodes out of her mouth like a firework: a fizzing, burning Catherine Wheel, making a high-pitched squealing noise. The boy’s hands cup his ears, and he cowers in the corner as the girl’s scream goes on and on.

It’s not until the front door bursts in, wood splintering like gunfire, that the screaming stops.

And they are saved. 

The large, wooden double doors of Finley Hall Children’s Home open wide, as if they’re the entrance to a magical castle. For one hopeful moment, they stand in awe, mouths agape as their faces turn upwards to the ornate ceiling. 

That split second of optimism – the feeling that they’ve escaped their awful life, managed to find a safe and secure place to grow up – ends abruptly with a harsh shriek. Their pale faces watch as a man drags a boy across the hall in front of them, his feet barely touching the stone floor tiles as they scramble to find purchase.

‘What are you waiting for? Get here!’ A woman dressed head to toe in black, her hair wild and straw-like, appears from a room to their right. ‘Don’t take any notice of Frank. If you do as you’re told, you won’t have to meet him.’ She turns on her heel and goes back into the room. The name Miss Graves is written in black on a silver plaque on the door.

The girl gulps down her fear, turns to her brother and plasters on a smile. ‘It’s you and me, always, right?’ 

‘Cross your heart?’ The boy’s voice quivers.

‘And hope to die.’ She makes a quick cross on her chest with her forefinger. The boy steps in front of her, preventing her from moving.

‘Stick a needle in your eye,’ he says, coolly.

She sighs, looks down at her brother and declares, ‘Stick a needle in my eye.’

Then she clasps his hand in hers, and together they walk into their new home. 





MAY 9th

Four days to go




Chapter 1

The stench of smoke invades my nostrils and burns my throat, but I continue to draw deeply as I lean on the glass balcony balustrade, watching the seagulls swooping over the rooftops heading to the sea beyond. My silk dressing gown flaps gently in the breeze, offering a coolness to my thighs as the morning sun competes, its rays warming my face. I close my eyes to savour the moment.

‘Inhaling the sea air would be preferable, surely?’ Ross comes up behind me. I can’t sneak a ciggie past him – he probably smelled it from downstairs. I haven’t had one for over a year, but I remembered where I’d hidden the remaining few (for emergency purposes only).

‘Caught me.’ I don’t turn around. I’d rather not see the disappointed look he’s bound to have on his face.

‘Remember when we first moved in and we spent hours sitting on this balcony overlooking Ness Cove, being hypnotised by the whispering waves?’ he asks, snaking his arms around my waist.

‘Yes, and I still love it. But today, the salty air on my lips isn’t a match for this.’ I needlessly hold up the cigarette. ‘Nicotine does more for my nerves.’ 

‘Ahh, right. Inspection results today?’ His arms slacken.

‘Yup,’ I say, stubbing out the cigarette and pushing the end down into the peat of the pansies. There’s a neat row of terracotta plant pots and an aluminium planter running the length of the balcony. It’s the only garden we have to speak of – the easiest to maintain. ‘I know we’ve had them loads of times before—’

‘But each one manages to make you doubt yourself,’ Ross says. ‘I know. I remember you being like this last time, too.’

That time, the night before the report was due Ross had helped take my mind off it with a surprise meal out at our favourite Italian restaurant in Teignmouth. The Colosseum is where we’ve celebrated each wedding anniversary, and the owners are always so warm and friendly that it’s a real comfort place for me when I’m feeling overwhelmed. I probably should’ve predicted how stressed I’d be waiting for the result and booked a table myself this time.

‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I’m not the easiest person to live with when I’m under scrutiny.’

‘Don’t be daft,’ Ross says. ‘It’s because you care. If you were nonchalant, I’d be worried.’ 

He’s right. I worked hard to get this teaching position. It’s at an independent school in Staverton, a nearby village, and initially I felt guilty for working with children whose parents could afford the luxury of an exclusive, private education, so far from the one I had. I’d been adamant I’d do something extraordinary for disadvantaged children, helping make a difference to their lives; just as I’d always prayed someone would do for me and my brother. Then the crippling doubt began to sneak through me like a poison, the utter fear of failure overpowering me. How could I risk letting another child down as badly as I had been? I realised that the possibility of me being the only person standing between a child’s life of misery and a happy future was too great a pressure and if I didn’t get it right, I’d never forgive myself. I’d be crushed by the responsibility. 

I met Serena, a teacher at Seabrook Prep School, at just the right time. She gave me a way to have the opportunity to make a difference as a teacher, while also managing to take the easy way out.

Ross wraps his arms around me again and I relax back against his chest.

‘You have literally nothing to be nervous about. You’re an amazing teacher and those kids are lucky to have you.’

‘I hope so. I love them like my own—’ I cut myself off abruptly as I feel Ross’s muscles tense, ever so slightly, but enough to be noticeable. I screw my eyes shut, inwardly wincing. For an uncomfortable moment, I think he’s going to say something, but then he nuzzles into my neck, breathes me in and kisses me, allowing my brief moment of panic to ebb like the tide.

‘I’ll make you a coffee,’ he says, pulling away from me. ‘Or would you rather a vodka?’ His deep, throaty laugh reassures me that he didn’t take my flippant comment to heart. Reigniting the issue of children after we put it to bed last year isn’t something I want to do.

‘A coffee will suffice, thanks. I’ll save the hard stuff for this evening.’

After one final gaze towards Ness Cove, I back away and close the balcony door, giving the usual thanks to the universe for everything I have. It’s a far cry from where I grew up, even further from the future I was so sure I was destined for. The only one I believed I was worthy of. 

It takes several attempts to button my sleeves, but finally, having taken some diaphragmatic breaths and given myself a calming self-talk, I stand back and check my appearance in the full-length mirror. Smart, sassy and classy. That’s what I see looking back. It’s a third true; I am smart at least. The rest might well be an illusion – a distortion of reality – but as long as it’s what the parents, the head teacher Mr Beaumont, and the school inspectors believe, that’s a job well done on my part. I have lived by the ‘fake it till you make it’ principle since I was about ten years old, and it hasn’t steered me far wrong. I smile at my reflection as I pick a stray thread from my red top and then smooth both hands down my black pencil skirt. Ross is right – there’s no way I could receive anything other than a good report.

‘Poached eggs?’ Ross asks as I enter the kitchen. His suit jacket hangs over the back of a chair and his white shirt sleeves are neatly rolled up as he cracks eggs over the boiling water. I shake my head, nausea gripping my stomach at the thought.

‘Thanks, but I’ll grab a bagel from the bakery on the way to work.’ I won’t, but he doesn’t need to know that. He gives me his one-eyed-squint look that confirms he’s well aware of my lie. I half-laugh. ‘Wow, I can’t slip anything past you today, can I?’

‘Can you ever?’ There’s a slight edge to his tone, and I frown. I’m about to go deeper into his comment when the doorbell rings. I give Ross a quizzical glance.

‘Might be Yasmin,’ he says. ‘She mentioned dropping a new property portfolio by for me this morning so I can bypass the office.’ He leaves the kitchen and I hear the front door open. A man’s voice rumbles through the hallway. Not Yasmin, then. Ross’s estate agency business in Shaldon, The Right Price, only employs four staff and I’ve met two of them: Oscar, the silent partner, and Yasmin, who helps out in the office. The other two are agents who Ross is yet to introduce me to. I bend to place my mug in the dishwasher and give a small gasp as I straighten and see a large-framed man, smartly dressed in a suit that makes him look very much like an estate agent.

‘Oh, hi. You must be a colleague of Ross’s?’

I note Ross’s tense expression as he peeps around from behind the man, and realise he isn’t.

‘Good morning, Mrs Price. I’m Detective Inspector Walker from the Devon and Cornwall Major Crime Investigation Team.’ He stoops to clear the low beam of the ceiling then stretches one arm out, presenting an open leather wallet containing his ID badge. I stare at it before taking his other proffered hand and shaking it; it’s large, square, and mine is completely enclosed in its firm grip. My heart gives a little jolt, as if warning me of what’s to come.

‘Is there something wrong?’ I say, my pulse quickening. He’s looking at me specifically, not Ross. But, I deduce, if someone was hurt or had died, there’d be two of them. That’s how it works on the telly. And besides, I’m no one’s next of kin other than Ross’s, and he’s safe. Then my legs tingle. 

I am someone else’s though, aren’t I.

‘Can we take a seat, Mrs Price?’ DI Walker’s tone is authoritative, his words not really posed as a question, more of an instruction.

Ross jerks into action, he too having been momentarily stunned by the unexpected arrival of a detective. 

‘Is your colleague coming in?’ Ross asks, and my heart tumbles in my chest. If there are two of them, then my theory doesn’t hold. I look out into the hallway, but I don’t see anyone else hovering. Then, spotting a blur of movement out of the corner of my eye, I glance out of the kitchen window, at the people dressed in black and yellow walking past. It takes me a few moments, as if time has slowed, to register that they’re police. Once this fact settles in my brain, a mix of intrigue and suspicion flares. 

‘No,’ DI Walker says. ‘She’s conducting door-to-door enquiries with the rest of the team.’

‘Right, sure.’ Ross makes a face at me before skipping around DI Walker and pulling out a chair at the kitchen table for him. My feet stay planted as my mind wanders. Door-to-door enquiries. Okay, that’s not so bad. It’s not just me he’s seeing. Maybe he’s here because of a local burglary or something like that. The voice in my head doesn’t buy that, though – they wouldn’t send a senior detective for that type of crime, would they? The activity outside suggests something bigger. I swallow down the lump in my throat and take a deep breath as I finally take in the man’s fresh-faced appearance, then, without thinking, say:

‘You seem young to have made detective inspector already?’

Ross shoots me a wide-eyed glare, while DI Walker gives a tight smile that offers the only evidence of ageing skin by causing a slight crinkling at the corner of his eyes.

‘I get that a lot. I think it must be the police equivalent of doctors these days looking like teenagers,’ DI Walker says, drily. I mentally kick myself; offending him before I know why he’s here isn’t the best start. I’m sure he’s worked hard to get to his position, and having people question it must be irritating.

‘Sorry, I think I watch too much crime drama.’ I force my muscles to move, and sit down next to Ross, opposite DI Walker. I immediately jump back up. ‘Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t offer you a drink. Tea? Coffee?’ I sense the weight of Ross’s stare, and avoid his eyes.

DI Walker juts his arm out, releasing a watch from beneath the cuff of his crisp white shirt, and checks it. 

‘Not for me, thank you.’ He places a small electronic notebook on the table and gives a cough, readying himself to communicate the reason for his visit. I thud back down in the chair. Wild fluttering in my stomach combines with my increased heart rate to provide me with an adrenaline-inducing cocktail. I slip my hands under my thighs to hide their tremor.

‘What can we do for you, Detective Walker?’ I smile.

His azure-blue eyes look directly into mine, and they’re so intense I lower my gaze, a strange feeling washing over me. What is he about to say? The room closes in on me, the air sucked from the atmosphere as I wait with my breath held.

‘We’ve been trying to track you down for a while, now, Mrs Price.’

My mouth dries. Is this it? The moment I’ve been dreading for so long? But would that warrant an entire team of police? I swallow, painfully. 

‘Oh, really?’ From the corner of my eye, I catch Ross straighten in anticipation. I wish he’d left for work before the detective arrived.

‘Your name is Anna Price, previously Lincoln, yes?’

The sound of my pulse pounds in my ears. ‘Yes, that’s correct.’ I stare unblinking at DI Walker.

‘I’m sorry to be the one to inform you …’ DI Walker’s eyes flit from mine to Ross’s and back to me and I swallow my frustration together with my words: Get on with it, tell me he’s dead! ‘Your brother, Henry Lincoln,’ DI Walker’s features begin to blur; my blood pressure must be sky-high right at this moment, ‘is wanted …’ – not dead – ‘… for the murder of multiple women.’

‘What?’ I push back from the table, standing so abruptly that the chair topples to the tiled floor with an ear-ringing crash. Ross leaps up and drags it back to its position, then places a hand on my shoulder.

‘Anna, breathe,’ I hear him say. And I do. My chest heaves with the deep breaths I’m gulping in.

‘This must come as quite the shock. I’m sorry.’ DI Walker gives me a concerned look. ‘Do you want to take a moment? Or maybe sit somewhere more comfortable?’

‘The lounge,’ Ross is saying. ‘That would be better, I think.’

I’m manoeuvred to the sofa, where I plonk down heavily, the wind from my sails well and truly taken. I was prepared for dead. Not for murderer. 

Henry – a killer? This can’t be for real.




Chapter 2

Ross’s hand takes mine, gently pulling it away from my mouth. I feel a sting, then the bubble of blood oozes and drips down my chin. I hadn’t realised I’d been picking the skin on my lip – a childhood habit left over from the anxiety and stress I suffered while at the home. I’ve tried hard to eradicate it. I dab it quickly with the tissue Ross has whipped from the box on the table.

‘Are you okay for me to continue?’ DI Walker asks. I nod, while inwardly screaming NO! ‘Your brother is wanted in connection with five murders—’

‘Five?’ I blink rapidly, shaking my head. ‘Five?’ I repeat.

‘Yes, I know it’s a lot to take in.’ DI Walker leans forward and rests his elbows on his knees. ‘They’ve all taken place over a two-and-a-half-year period, with one female being killed on two specific dates each year. The fifth occurred a few months ago.’

A serial killer. Henry is a serial killer. The words, spoken in my own voice, loop in my head over and over like an annoying earworm. The earworm continues to drown out the voices of Ross and the detective and the dizzying sensation it’s creating makes lying down the only good option. Not here, though. I need to go to bed. I bend forwards, readying to stand, but Ross’s hand firmly pushes down on my thigh, preventing my escape.

‘They were committed in different counties, which is why it’s taken a while to link them,’ DI Walker says. I’m vaguely aware this isn’t the beginning of the conversation – I’ve missed a chunk of it, and I try to gather myself so I can focus on what’s going on. ‘The evidence we’ve gathered shows they are connected, though; we’re not disclosing it for obvious reasons, but each murder shares the same signature.’ It’s as if I’m on a mobile phone going through a tunnel; the words are crackling, fading in and out; fragmented like a Dalek’s voice. I draw in air through my nostrils, but the nausea creeping through my gut only intensifies. I haven’t seen Henry in years. We didn’t part on the best terms, but despite it all – despite everything we went through – him turning out to be a serial killer feels a step too far. 

‘I – I don’t … I can’t.’ I shake my head, but the fog doesn’t clear. ‘Why are you here, telling me this?’

DI Walker smiles thinly. His expression softens and he leans closer to me, like he’s about to explain a complex idea to a child. ‘We hoped you’d had contact with him. Knew where he might be.’

‘That would make things easier,’ I say. DI Walker gives a disappointed nod, aware my answer means I don’t. And I really don’t. I’ve heard nothing from him, and I’ve not tried to contact him. There’s simply been no need. 

‘One of the dates your brother has committed murders on is the fifteenth of February.’ DI Walker’s eyes are on my face, watching for my response. It’s immediate; a reaction I’m unable to control. My eyes widen and every muscle in my body tenses. 

‘That’s my birthday.’ 

‘Yes.’ He purses his lips. Nods again. When I don’t offer anything else, he checks his notes. ‘The other is the thirteenth of May,’ he says, raising his eyes to meet mine.

My heart stutters, but thankfully my outward reaction is masked by the previous shock.

‘Four days from now,’ Ross adds, helpfully.

‘We don’t yet know the significance of this other date and we’re running out of time, Anna.’

I can’t breathe. My lungs are paralysed; no air seems to be able to enter them. I push Ross’s hand from my leg and get up. Dizziness instantly overwhelms me, the room spins, and DI Walker and Ross blur into one before my eyes close and there’s nothing but black silence.




Chapter 3

‘Anna, baby. Anna. Open your eyes. Come on.’

My cheek stings. I put a hand to it, opening my eyes. Ross’s face is close to mine.

‘What …?’

‘You fainted.’

I’ve experienced some truly stressful situations, but never come close to passing out.

‘I’ll call the doctor,’ Ross says, already scrolling through his mobile.

‘No. No need. Please don’t make a fuss.’ I swing my legs off the sofa and push myself into a sitting position. DI Walker doesn’t appear to have moved from his spot. I wonder how many people he’s broken news like this to in the past. I’d hope not many, but if his demeanour is anything to go by, he’s certainly not fazed. He shifts now, and his dark eyebrows knit together to create a long, caterpillar-like line. I get the impression that he thinks my reaction has only served to waste his time. ‘I’m sorry about that,’ I say. Heat rises up my neck and I rub my fingers over it, making it worse.

‘As I say, I’m sure it’s come as a shock. But I really do need to ask some questions. Like your husband said, we have four days until Henry is likely to strike again. Any assistance you can offer will be greatly appreciated.’

‘Of course.’ I glance at the time on my phone.

‘I’ll try not to keep you long,’ DI Walker says, his voice clipped. ‘I’d hate to make you late for work.’

‘Oh, I’m … it’s not …’ Great. Now he thinks I’m not taking the threat to a woman’s life seriously enough – that I’m more bothered about getting to work on time. ‘As long as it takes, Detective Walker.’ I force a smile, pushing my shoulders back. ‘Ross, darling,’ I say, turning to him. ‘Maybe you could make us all a cup of coffee, please.’

Ross hesitates but nods and gets up. I wait for him to leave the lounge before speaking. 

‘You say Henry’s wanted in connection with murders from the past three years. What about previous years? I mean, why has he started now?’

‘I was hoping you’d be able to enlighten me on that score.’

‘Henry hasn’t been in contact with me for …’ I screw up my eyes, trying to calculate the time, ‘… I don’t know, must be fifteen, sixteen years, maybe more. I honestly thought you were here to tell me he’d died.’

‘The fact is, he’s killing on those specific dates for a reason. His sister’s birthday is meaningful to him and I suspect he’s sending a clear message by committing murder on that day.’ DI Walker cocks one eyebrow. ‘As in, I think he’s communicating directly with you.’

‘Most people pick up the phone. Or email, or something.’ I laugh, awkwardly.

‘Unless …’ DI Walker pulls at his tie. ‘I don’t mean to alarm you, Mrs Price – but I think we need to consider that you could be in danger. If you say you’re estranged, it might be he didn’t know where you lived, or how to get into contact with you before.’

‘Well, if he’s keeping an eye on the investigation, he’ll likely know now, won’t he? You’ve led him straight to my door.’ My tone is heavy with accusation, but I don’t care. How stupid to come here if that’s what he thinks. Unless that was his intention, of course.

Ross walks in and sets three mugs on the coffee table. ‘Led who to our door?’

‘Henry, obviously,’ I snap. Ross quickly lowers his gaze from mine. ‘Sorry, babe. But this is all mad. I can’t believe it’s happening.’ I pull my fingers through my hair.

‘I can assure you we’ve been meticulous in our investigation so far and if Henry has found out your location, it’s not through us.’ DI Walker picks up his mug and I inwardly wince as he takes several large gulps of the steaming liquid. ‘The records at the children’s home in Sutton Coldfield where you and Henry were resident were destroyed before it closed its doors for good. It took us quite some time to work out Henry had a sister, and of course, you’ve since married and changed your name. It’s safe to say Henry is already a number of steps ahead of us – he likely knew where you lived prior to this morning.’

‘Oh, God,’ Ross says, sitting down. ‘You think my wife is in danger from her own brother?’

‘I’m not ruling it out, is what I’m saying.’

I frown, my mind latching on to an obvious flaw in his thinking. ‘But, as my birthday’s already passed this year, surely I’m safe?’

‘That’s a possibility, yes, but I’m afraid we can’t assume that,’ DI Walker says. ‘There’s nothing to stop him targeting you on the other date.’

I lock eyes with DI Walker as I respond. ‘And that’s why it’s important for you to know the relevance of the other date – because it would shed light on his motives? Maybe point you in the direction of his next victim?’

Even as I’m saying these words, my mind wants to reject the notion that we’re talking about victims – about murder victims – in relation to Henry. Maybe it’s a huge mistake and the detective will return later to apologise for the misinformation, saying they got it all wrong and it was a terrible mix-up. A case of mistaken identity.

‘Yes. If we knew what significance it held for Henry, we might stand a chance of catching him before he takes another innocent woman’s life.’ He falls silent, looking suddenly weary. Maybe the case is taking more of a toll on him than he’s letting on. He moves closer to me; so close I can feel heat coming off him. I shrink back, the proximity uncomfortable, but he’s still close enough that I can smell the coffee clutching to his breath as he speaks again. ‘It’s not a date you recognise? Your parents’ birth dates—’

‘I can guarantee you it’s nothing to do with them,’ I say, cutting him off.

‘Oh? How can you be so certain?’

‘You must know some of the background, surely?’

‘We know Henry had a difficult time at the home, was in numerous scraps with other children, some of which resulted in minor criminal charges being brought against him. Your mother is listed as deceased, having died from liver disease—’

‘Yes, thank you for the summary. She was an alcoholic and drug user who’d do anything for a quick fix of either. She had no clue where our father was, or even who he was, and she’d sleep with anything with a heartbeat. She neglected her own children, put bullying, abusive men ahead of their wellbeing. She let them suffer. Henry neither knew, nor cared, when her bloody birthday was. So, like I said, the significance of the thirteenth of May has nothing to do with them.’

Years of compartmentalised outrage bubbles beneath the surface. Every now and then something triggers a memory of my childhood, dredging up the trauma of how we were treated, but I’m careful to push it away, not dwell on it. If I give any tiny seed of anger room to germinate, there’s no telling how rapidly it’ll grow; how much damage it’ll do. I wonder if Henry allowed his to take root and take over. Maybe I shouldn’t be so surprised about what I’ve just learned. 

Broken people can do broken things.

DI Walker lets out a long sigh, then stands. ‘I’ll want to speak with you again, Mrs Price. The police station would be more appropriate – and given the urgency, sooner rather than later. I’ll get my DS to arrange—’

‘No, I don’t think so,’ I say, standing. I swallow hard as thoughts I haven’t had in years begin swarming into my mind. Surprise registers on both the detective’s and Ross’s face. DI Walker narrows his eyes and I realise I need to give a valid reason. ‘If Henry is keeping an eye on the investigation, don’t you think it’d be best not to make it clear to him that you’re involving me? He isn’t going to try and make contact if he keeps seeing police here, or realises you’ve taken me to the station, is he?’

DI Walker looks at me. He’s difficult to read, but I sense he’s weighing up what I’ve said. ‘Fine. For now, I’ll let you get on.’ He reaches into the inner pocket of his suit jacket and pulls out a small, white card. ‘Here are my details. You must call if you hear from Henry or if you’re worried about your safety. And if there’s anything else that comes to mind, however irrelevant you think it is, and even if it’s two in the morning, call. I want to know.’ He presses the card into my palm, then locks his gaze on me. ‘I don’t want to be knocking on someone’s door in four days’ time telling them their wife, mother, sister or daughter has been brutally murdered.’ The intensity of his voice sends a shiver down my back. 

He nods towards Ross, who blinks rapidly before shaking himself free of his trance.

‘What are you going to do? About Anna, I mean. Will she have protection?’ Ross’s voice is filled with panic.

‘We’ll be keeping a close eye—’ 

‘That’s vague,’ Ross says, his voice sharp. ‘What does that even mean?’

‘Ross, love,’ I say, laying my hand on his arm. ‘If Henry had wanted to harm me, he’d have done so already.’

DI Walker is at the front door, but he turns to offer a reassuring smile. I’m not sure it’s enough for my husband.

‘But he said you could be in danger.’ Ross directs his hissed words to me. For some reason, I’m not feeling as worried for my safety as Ross is. Is it the shock? Maybe I’m numbed by the news. A part of me doesn’t believe what the detective told me – surely it’s not possible that Henry could kill five women? How sure is he that it’s the same Henry Lincoln they’re after?

‘I strongly suggest you remain alert, observe your surroundings at all times and report anything out of the ordinary. Like I said – call at any time. And if the resources are available, I’ll get an officer posted outside.’

I open my mouth to question this, given what I’ve just said, but DI Walker pre-empts it, adding, ‘Covertly, obviously.’

Placated for now, Ross shows the detective out.

I stand in the doorway, my muscles rigid as I watch DI Walker speaking to a group of uniformed officers directly outside our house. What are they talking about? Me? Henry? Is Detective Walker asking them to remain stationed right there on the pavement? 

‘Let’s get back in,’ Ross says, disappearing from my side. DI Walker finishes whatever he’s saying, and I follow his progression until he walks out of my line of sight. A policeman catches my gaze and before I think it through, I stomp towards him.

‘Do you have to all congregate here?’ My tone is unintentionally sharp, so I offer a smile to soften it. ‘Only it’s likely to attract a lot of attention, surely?’ The policeman I’m aiming my question at merely shrugs, but a woman steps through them and approaches me. She’s dressed in plain clothes, like DI Walker, so I assume she’s a detective too.

‘Sorry, ma’am,’ she says. ‘I’m Detective Tully, part of the investigating team.’ Her smile is warm and genuine; she exudes compassion and I wish it’d been her who’d delivered the bombshell about Henry, not DI Walker. ‘We’ve been carrying out door-to-door enquiries but we’re almost done in this area so the officers won’t be here much longer. I realise this all must be very unsettling.’

‘Yes, it is, quite,’ I say. ‘I know you’re only doing your job, but as I said to Detective Walker, Henry isn’t likely to show his face with all this police presence, is he?’ I cast my gaze around, as if I might see him lurking among them.

‘I’ll move them on, ma’am, don’t worry.’ She gives me a nod, then turns to address the officers and like a swarm of bees, they gradually progress down the street and begin to disperse to their various vehicles. 

Once I’m satisfied they’re gone, I stride back inside, go back to the kitchen and look at the card the detective gave me. The thought that all the activity is because of Henry causes pins and needles to prickle my fingertips. If what they’re saying about Henry is true, I cannot afford to become embroiled in whatever mess he’s created – I need to stay as far away from this investigation as possible. 

I press the lid of the pedal bin and place the detective’s card into it.




Chapter 4

Even the car radio blasting out the usual upbeat tunes on Heart FM can’t drown out my thoughts as I drive the route to work. I hit red light after red light; it’s as though even they are working against me. I’m lucky to be out of the house, though, having escaped another lockdown; this one was threatened by Ross, as opposed to the government. His reaction to DI Walker’s announcement that Henry is a wanted serial killer wasn’t initially over the top. Most people would, no doubt, react similarly: shock, uncertainty, worry. Expected responses. But when DI Walker left, Ross flipped and tried to make me stay home from work. I can’t – but more importantly, won’t – allow this to affect my day-to-day life by hiding away. I have an important job that I love and, as I pointed out to him, I’ll probably be safer surrounded by staff and pupils at the school than I would be at home anyway. Still, in my mind’s eye, I see the fear etched on Ross’s face, pinching his features in such a way that he looked unrecognisable. I grip the steering wheel until my wrists hurt. ‘Why, Henry? And why now?’

A blaring horn snaps my attention back to the road. I’m sitting at a green traffic light. I put my hand up in apology to the car behind me and accelerate, the speedometer soon nudging fifty as I take the approach road leading to the dual carriageway. I was already uptight about today – awaiting the report has had my nerves jumping. Nothing compared to what they’re doing now, though. Every tiny muscle in my entire body is on edge: twitchy, agitated, tense. 

Ross knows that I had a crap childhood and he is aware of how hard I’ve fought against it to get to where I am today. He knows I have nothing to do with Henry. But what he doesn’t know is why. Not the real reason.

My mind drifts as I come off the carriageway and slow down. I head through the lanes towards Seabrook – a journey I can do without thought. 

I never considered Henry to be a truly bad person. Misguided, yes. As he grew up, he had a mean streak – he made mistakes. But this? If what DI Walker says is true, then Ross is right to be worried. Secrets are always a risk. But a serial killer knowing your secret is a whole other level. As I conjure Henry’s face the last time I saw him, my blood chills in my veins. To save a future victim, am I going to have to share why the other date is significant? If I do that, it won’t just be my marriage that I risk.

‘Jesus!’ I slam both feet down hard, the emergency stop causing a screech of tyres as I am flung forwards against the wheel. The little girl, mere centimetres from the front of my car, freezes. She stares at me, her eyes wide as saucers, her mouth fully open in a silent scream. I unclip my seatbelt, fly out the door and rush up to her. ‘You stupid girl! Why did you cross? Didn’t you see me?’ Blood is pumping so hard through my body it feels like my heart will erupt through my chest. I’m about to grab her by the shoulders, the urge to shake her into awareness overwhelming, when other peoples’ voices ground me. I look up. I have an audience. 

And then I see it. The black and white stripes. Shit. It’s a zebra crossing. All power leaves my body, and my legs tremble.

‘I’m … sorry, Mrs Price.’ The girl, who I now recognise from Seabrook Prep, stammers the words, close to tears. I put my hands to my face, take a deep breath. It’s me who’s the stupid one. Driving without paying attention.

‘No, no. It was my fault – I’m sorry.’ I lay my hands gently on her shoulders and guide her to the pavement, trying to ignore the alarmed and angry mutterings of the onlookers. Most of whom are parents of the pupils. 

Well done, Anna. 

I make sure she’s all right before getting back in the car, but the damage is done. The image of her frightened little face will be forever burned into my retinas. I keep my eyes averted from the onlookers, shame burning my face, then very slowly drive on, my focus dead ahead.

I’m still shaking by the time I park up, but it’s guilt that’s replaced any shock. The girl’s name came to me after I drove away from the crossing. And now, as I get out of my car, another memory hits me and my stomach clenches. During one of my playtime duties Isobel had come up to me, slipped her hand into mine and asked if she could stay with me because she’d fallen out with her best friend. Oh, God – what must she be thinking of me now? 

I reach my classroom just as the bell sounds. No time for a much-needed second coffee. I smack my briefcase down on the desk and watch my kids file in. They’re silent as they walk to their tables, but Mikey sneaks me a cheeky grin. He’s come on leaps and bounds this year with his social skills and it melts my heart to see his confidence growing. These kids might have opportunities far beyond those whose parents aren’t able to pay for their education, but their willingness to learn and overcome personal challenges never fails to amaze me. 

I break into a smile as I look at them, standing behind their chairs awaiting my nod that they can sit. I pause for a moment, considering the predictability of this everyday occurrence. A small, banal detail – a rule that all the children follow without question. And they wait for a gesture from me; I possess the power to say if they can sit or not. Granted, it’s not control at a grand level, but I do hold the ability to dictate certain behaviours. As a teacher that’s a given. Am I any different to those who controlled me, Henry and the other children at Finley Hall? I’ve adapted, learned, and now I’m the one who has control over others. 

I guess Henry adapted too.

By breaktime I’m gagging for a coffee and I’m first in the staff room. Thankfully, I’m not on playground duty today, so I can hide away in here for the next fifteen minutes. The room overlooks the rolling fields of Staverton, and on certain days you can spot the steam train winding its way along the track to and from Totnes, puffs of smoke swirling into the sky like huge, fluffy clouds. Ross and I took the steam train to the butterfly farm when we were first going out and he showed me some of his favourite places along the route from when he was growing up. I still remember the twisting feeling of jealousy when he talked about his childhood – his memories of his family. I’d love to be part of a big family like Ross is used to, but we’ve decided we’re better off just the two of us.

Ross remains close with
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