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Prologue

Detective Inspector Dev Ansari watches the interview unfold on the monitor, one hand holding a coffee, the other hooked in his trouser pocket.

‘Waiving her right to legal rep,’ he says, tapping a finger against the paper cup. He tilts his head side to side until his neck pops, the loud crick echoing in the small, windowless room. He rubs at the stiff spot, grimacing slightly. ‘Didn’t see that coming.’

He can’t remember the first time he began talking to himself, but lately he’s noticed it more – a side-effect of a long, stressful week. He’d also spotted new lines around his eyes that morning, pulling at the corners. His reflection in the bathroom mirror looked older, hollow, almost like his father – the same tired set to the jaw, the same warm undertone to the skin that made exhaustion stand out more starkly. He doesn’t dwell on it; the chaos of the investigation is enough to occupy his mind.

Dev ducks down in front of the monitor, his dark eyes straining in the screen’s glow. It’s not the same as being face-to-face with the suspect – subtleties are lost in the pixellated image. But what it does offer is detachment. He observes more freely, his attention fixed on the suspect’s behaviour rather than on framing his next question. He’s often surprised by what he learns from this viewpoint. His DS and a DC are in the interview room with her, their chairs side by side, across the table from her. She’s sitting casually, as though she’s having a catch-up with friends, not being questioned under caution.

DS Barnes mirrors her positioning, his posture also relaxed. It’s a technique used to put suspects at ease, in the hopes of them opening up. He allows the silence to stretch, controlled, careful, before asking his next question. ‘We’ve got footage showing someone matching your description close to where the victim was found. Can you account for your whereabouts at that time?’

‘Who offered you that description?’ She answers his question with her own, slowly, deliberately. No fidgeting, no outward alarm. ‘The victim?’

She knows full well it wasn’t the victim.

Dev drags his fingertips along the rough grain of stubble on his jaw, shifting closer to the monitor. Squinting, he studies the tight control in her posture, the slight tremor in her hand. He shakes his head, then drains the last of his coffee. The pull in his gut tells him there’s far more to this. ‘You’re hiding something.’

He squashes the paper cup, drops it in the bin, and wipes his hand on his trouser leg. His thumb finds the tip of his index finger almost immediately – the small circular motion an unconscious habit that always surfaces when something isn’t sitting right. He takes a deep breath.

‘My turn,’ he says, striding from the room. 




PART ONE

LILY




Chapter 1

THE EMAIL

Present day

I shouldn’t have opened it at work.

No. It’s not opening the email in the office I regret – it’s taking the ridiculous test to begin with. My palms, suddenly slick with sweat, slip on the mouse. What was I thinking? That it would somehow prove my worthiness to marry into Caleb’s family? 

I’d finally snapped after his ‘playful teasing’ about how little I know of my own family history last Saturday following the stuffy meal at his parents’ mansion. We were there to share news of our forthcoming engagement with them. Caleb insisted we speak to his parents first, I hadn’t even broached the subject with my mum. Turned out he wasn’t planning on telling them we were getting engaged, he was seeking their approval – their permission.

The line from a poster that adorned my wall the entire time I was at Bristol uni came to mind as I sat through the stiff and awkward dinner table gathering: Fake it till you make it. The positive affirmation only stretched to imitating confidence in my chosen career, though. It did nothing to help me behave like someone I’m evidently not. The topic of engagement didn’t even reach the top of the agenda.

I allowed one of Caleb’s usual boasts, ‘I come from good stock’, to get under my skin, where it stayed. Irritating me, like an itch I couldn’t scratch. So when the pop-up ad appeared while scrolling the internet, it seemed like fate.

History Forgot Her Lineage. DNA Didn’t. Is There Royal Blood in Your Family Tree?

Loads of people I know had their DNA tested through sites such as GeneTrace. Once I went down the rabbit hole, I discovered a new service that offered something different. Hailed as new, revolutionary even. It promised more than a list of distant cousins or trivial traits, deeper than ‘you probably have detached earlobes’ or ‘you likely don’t flush alcohol’ (something I am already painfully aware of). This test claimed to be groundbreaking, able to uncover hidden patterns and connections beyond what anyone had seen before. Curiosity wormed its way into my mind and refused to leave until I clicked the link. The kit arrived quickly, the instructions were simple, and within a few days I returned it in the prepaid envelope. My heart pounded when I spotted the subject heading – Your DNA Results – sitting in my inbox this morning.

A hand waves in front of my face, dragging me back from where my mind has drifted. I don’t have to look up to know it’s Kendra, the waft of Thierry Mugler’s Angel perfume is all the confirmation I need. It’s the only scent she’s worn since I met her at uni. While I flit from one brand to another, her allegiance remains as strong as the perfume.

‘Paging Lily Chappell,’ she says. I finally blink, my eyes watering. The noise of the room erupts, as if suddenly unmuted. ‘I’ve been talking to you for like five minutes. What’s up?’ Kendra’s eyebrows knot.

‘Sorry.’ I swipe the mouse across the mat and click to minimise the page, then tilt my head up. ‘What were you saying?’

‘Did you finish the spreadsheet for the budgeting meeting yet, because I wanted to include something before you finalise it.’

‘Uhm … too late. Done and sent.’ Yesterday, as per the deadline, I think, but don’t add. Sitting on work for the sake of it isn’t something I do. Getting stuff done as quickly as possible with the least amount of drama is how I’ve learned to tackle things. In the workplace at least.

Kendra tuts, then looks to the heavens. ‘You’re too damned efficient. You make the rest of us mere mortals look bad, you know that, don’t you?’

As it’s a rhetorical question, I return my gaze to the screen. My shoulders are tight, and I press my fingertips into the flesh, massaging it, wincing at the discomfort. It’s then I sense Kendra is still beside me, silently judging.

‘What?’ I ask.

‘You’ve not been yourself these past few days, Lily. What’s the scoop?’

‘The office isn’t the place to go into it.’ I cast my eyes around. The floor is mostly open planned – Leyland is a global business based in central Bristol and it’s only the second job I’ve had since leaving uni. I hadn’t planned on going into a corporate accounting role. Originally, I imagined myself running my own practice rather than reporting to a finance manager. Almost five years later, I’m still here.

There’s something to be said for steady predictability. Something I never experienced during my childhood. Moving house countless times, the feelings of uncertainty, the pit of despair expanding in my stomach whenever Mum uttered the words, ‘we’re going on a new adventure’, are ingrained. I can’t remember how many schools I was enrolled in, how many barely formed friendships I was ripped away from a few months later. Probably one of the reasons I was also drawn to Caleb. He offered stability.

Kendra considers me, her wide eyes flickering with intrigue and I realise she’s waiting for me to expand on this. Giving her a snippet of information like this is tantamount to presenting a dog with a bone and then retracting the offer – she’s practically salivating. I heave a sigh. I’m going to have to give her something, or she’ll needle me all day. I push my chair back from the desk, head towards the coffee machine and press the button for a latte. Kendra is beside me within seconds.

‘Okay, okay,’ I say, ‘I know you’ve only met Caleb briefly, so I don’t expect you to have—’

‘Formed an opinion?’ she cuts in with a tone that prepares me for her next statement, and I drop my chin in readiness. ‘Please. You know I always have opinions about the people you date. It’s practically a hobby at this point.’

I let out a tight laugh. It’s true. Kendra never hid her feelings about anyone I brought back to our flat while at uni – not Sam with the ridiculous sock collection, not Chloe who flirted with everyone except me, and definitely not Marco, who she once called ‘a walking red flag with nice hair’. Back then, it was kind of funny. Sometimes I’d catch her watching me too closely, as if wondering whether I’d choose her instead. I’d always brushed it off as harmless. A phase. But in hindsight, it was never quite as simple as I made it out to be then.

‘Okaaay,’ I say finally, dragging myself back to the present. ‘So go on, then. Let me have it.’

‘He’s really not your type, Lily. Caleb’s … you know. Vanilla. And honestly, Lily, you deserve someone who isn’t a walking yawn.’

My body tenses and my walls shoot up like an alarm has been triggered – protect, protect, protect. This is so typical. ‘So, you’ve been literally waiting for the opportunity to drop that, have you?’ Hurt lends a jagged edge to my voice. The hot froth from the latte spills onto my hand. ‘Ouch!’

‘Sorry.’ Kendra swipes a paper serviette from the machine and dabs my hand. ‘It was kinda hard keeping that in.’

‘Honesty isn’t always the best policy.’ I suck in air and head back to my desk.

‘It is in this case. I should’ve said something before.’

‘So unlike you not to have,’ I say acidly. My shoulders slump as I immediately regret my comment.

‘Remember when you were with Anna?’

‘Of course I remember.’ She was someone I’d connected to on a whole other level.

‘The glow was obvious for all to see then. She brought out the best in you. I haven’t seen that while you’ve been with Caleb. He dulls your shine, Lily.’

‘Right, well, looks like you’ll get your wish anyway.’

‘Oh, why? What’s happened?’

‘Like I said, I don’t want to get into it here.’

‘Are you splitting up with your boyfriend?’ The question floats across the room, and everyone in it seems to freeze, falling silent as though a huge secret has just dropped. My cheeks blaze. I hadn’t noticed Rob from tax walk into the office and our conversation. Exactly why I hadn’t wanted to start it here.

‘No,’ I snap, ‘I’m not.’

‘Oh, my God,’ says Rob. ‘He’s breaking up with you? Stupid man obviously doesn’t know what he’s got. He can’t handle a strong, independent woman like you, Lily. I, on the other hand …’

‘Give it up, Rob,’ Kendra says, dramatically rolling her eyes. I’m thankful she interrupted, though it’s not lost on me she wouldn’t have needed to intercept had she not pushed this in the first place. Rob doesn’t see the problem with coming on to female employees if it’s done in a light-hearted way. If he utters sexual innuendos, but delivers them with a hearty laugh, it’s ‘banter’ and really, we’re a generation of snowflakes if we can no longer take a joke. He asked me out, in front of the whole team, during my first week at the company. As he’d willingly put himself out there, and in such a public way, I didn’t feel remotely guilty in telling him no. Not now, not ever. When he learned that I’d had previous relationships with women, he put this rejection down to me ‘batting for the other side’. I’d been compelled to put him right, and, at the expense of his ego, informed him that I am, in fact, bisexual and my decision to turn him down was simply due to having zero attraction to him.

‘Maybe my love life could be left out of the office chit-chat? I don’t want to share it, I’m not asking for your opinions, and as a strong, independent woman, I can make my own decisions, thanks very much.’ Rob begins to speak, so I put my hand up. ‘Ah! No. Enough.’ I yank my chair out and sit down heavily. After a minute of ignoring them, everyone resumes their work. But despite several attempts to lose myself in work, my focus drifts easily, and the remark Kendra made about me and Anna resurfaces. ‘She brought out the best in you.’

Yes, I think – and when I ballsed it up, all that was left was the worst of me.





As everyone is packing up to leave, and before I shut down my computer, I go back into my emails. I’m not sure why I gave my work email address instead of my private one. A sense that I was distanced from it, perhaps. Or maybe so Caleb wouldn’t accidentally come across it and ridicule me.

I click the message, then immediately click out of it. I’ve done that all day, unable to face it. Even without reading it, the email has weight, like a verdict waiting to be spoken aloud. I shut down my computer with the uneasy sense that I’ve just delayed something irreversible.




Chapter 2

THE WARRIOR GENE

Present day

Caleb’s place overlooks Bristol Harbour, an enviable location I’m told – somewhere I’d never imagined myself living. I moved in with him six months ago, but have never once referred to it as ‘ours’. I’m basically his housemate – my contribution being to keep it clean and tidy. As I hit the button to call the lift, a strange tingling vibrates in my fingertips, and a dark veil hovers at the edges of my vision. I’m getting a migraine. The lift takes an age to open, and before I’ve managed to get into the apartment, the pain is already pulsing behind my eyes. With awkward, rushed hands, I find the packet of pills, pop two from the blister pack into my palm, and ducking my head beneath the sink tap, swallow them with the aid of the running water. I kick my shoes off, one scooting across the laminate flooring, and fling the bedroom door open, launch myself onto the bed and bury my face into the pillow.





Bare feet slip. Mud squelches between my toes.

Red thread winds around my wrist, tight, pulling me forwards into the dark.

Rain slicks my skin. My nightie wraps around my legs like cling film. I can’t move.

My hands tremble, caked in wet earth.

‘Mum?’ My voice shakes. ‘Mum – where are you?’

No answer.

‘I don’t know what to do. Help me. Please.’

Far away, her voice drifts through the inky night. ‘I’m right here, baby. Stay where you are. I’ll find you.’

I drop to my knees. The ground is soft, swallowing me.

I stare at my hands.

It’s not mud.

It’s blood.

It’s almost dark when my eyes open. I’m not sure how much time has passed. The worst of the pain is over – I’m left with the residual numbness, and an exhaustion I only experience post-migraine. I sense I’m alone. It can’t be that late if Caleb’s not back yet – he went out for a drink with colleagues straight from work, but he’s unlikely to be out past midnight. I sit up slowly, rubbing the back of my neck and stretching. Mum said my attacks started following the second move after Dad left us. By that time, I was eleven, so I suspect it was more a case of hormonal changes, but I have to admit, the migraines do tend to start during times of stress. And this one certainly did.

My legs feel heavy as I swing them off the bed. I pad into the lounge area, grab my work laptop and plonk down on the sofa. The muted chatter of people outside drifts up, growing louder as my senses return to normal and the noises from the streets outside intensify. The nightlife here is vibrant – it’s one of the reasons I love Bristol. Tonight, though, I want to block out the sounds of people having fun. I put my earphones in, start my playlist and take a steadying breath. Then I open the email.

I skip over my ancestry composition and relatives list (apparently, I share DNA with 1,500 other people using this site) and scroll down to the genetic report. I’ve done some digging on the ancestry sites online before, but never got far. Mum always plays it down when I ask about my heritage. I know all her stories about being abandoned by her own parents by heart, that’s why there’s next to no family members. But I’m less interested in who I’m related to as what I come from.

The words High-Risk Behavioural Marker Detected scream at me.

A shiver trickles over my skin like ice-cold water. In the empty apartment, the content of the report is chilling. I force myself to read it again in its entirety, and while some of it sinks in, I feel a resistance building, my mind creating a block. I should have stuck to finding my ancestors – that was supposed to be the point of this. So why, oh why, did I get carried along on the wave of curiosity and tick the ‘bonus offer’ box?

I never have been able to resist a bargain, and something about the lead line triggered me – Do your genes make you a warrior or a peacemaker? Unlock the secrets of who you are! I thought about my earliest memory of my dad. And of me, snapping, lashing out as a child. I can’t remember why, I just know I did it. But I wasn’t really expecting this …






Subject: Lily Chappell Test ID: GX-422193-MAOA

Analysis Performed By: Bexley Behavioural Genomics, Inc

GENE: MAOA (Monoamine Oxidase A) The Warrior Gene

Genotype: 3R / 3R (Low-Activity Variant)

Activity Level: Low Enzyme Activity

Classification: High-Risk Behavioural Marker Detected

Interpretation: The subject possesses a homozygous low-activity variant (3-repeat / 3-repeat) in the promoter region of the MAOA gene, commonly referred to in behavioural genetics as the ‘warrior gene’.

This variant has been associated in several studies with increased susceptibility to impulsive aggression, emotional dysregulation and antisocial behaviour, particularly when combined with early-life trauma or environmental stressors.

While genetic predisposition does not predict behaviour, this allele has been observed at elevated rates in populations with histories of violent or criminal conduct.

Clinical caution is advised in interpreting these results outside of a full psychological and environmental assessment.



A loud bang startles me, my hands shoot to my ears, pulling the earbuds from them. The sound of blood whooshing replaces the music I’ve been listening to. I turn to see Caleb standing just inside the doorway. I snap the laptop closed and give him a broad smile. ‘Hey, you. Wasn’t expecting you back for a few hours yet?’

‘Didn’t fancy staying out. Had a quick one, but I’d much prefer to spend the evening snuggled up with you.’ He launches himself at the sofa, landing lengthways beside me, knocking the laptop from my knees. I give an involuntary gasp as I snatch at it, catching it before it hits the floor. ‘Oops – sorry,’ Caleb says, wide eyed. ‘Were you working?’

A flush of heat warms my face. ‘Just catching up on emails.’

‘Don’t let me stop you.’ He rests his head on my shoulder. ‘I’ll lay quietly here until you finish.’

I force my muscles to relax, to lose the tension. ‘I was done anyway.’ I shift my body, moving sideways and away from him so I can push the laptop onto the table.

From my peripheral vision, I see his forehead crease. ‘Tough day at the office, dear?’ he says mockingly.

‘Something like that.’

Kendra’s words come back to me – ‘He’s really not your type, Lily’ – and as I regard him now, I begin to wonder whether, deep down, I only agreed to move in with him because he offered the safety I craved. I don’t really have a type. But I do have a yearning for being looked after. That particular nugget came from my one and only counselling session. My chaotic childhood apparently means I seek out situations – and people – that create a sense of belonging.

‘You know the best way to ease stress,’ he says, moving closer and pushing his hand between my legs.

‘I’m recovering from a migraine, Caleb – I’m not in the mood.’

‘Too much screen time.’ He tuts, removes his hand and shrugs. His mobile buzzes and his attention shifts to that. ‘It’s my mother. Wants to know if you’re coming to their ruby wedding anniversary bash.’

My heart sinks. It had slipped my mind. The last thing I need right now is another reminder of how I don’t fit in with Caleb’s family. And an entire weekend? I’d rather pull my nails out. I suck in a breath. ‘Would you mind if I gave it a miss?’

‘Oh.’ Caleb sits bolt upright, his spine rigid. ‘Why?’

‘I’m not being funny, but after last time …’

‘You know it’s important to me that you get along with my parents, Lily. Especially if you want to make our engagement public. They’re trying really hard to embrace you, as difficult as you make it—’

‘I make it difficult? Oh, wow.’ My teeth clench, and it takes all my mental effort to refrain from beginning a verbal tirade I know I’ll regret. But seeing Caleb’s face crumple, his hazel eyes narrowing, annoyance flares hot in my chest. ‘I’m not the one causing the issue. Why are you implying I’m at fault?’

‘Well, it’s your attitude, isn’t it. Your strange sense of unworthiness—’

‘You mean the unworthiness you make me feel?’

‘People can’t make you feel a certain way, Lily. It’s your insecurities that cause you to react the way you do. It’s your belief not mine. Or my parents’.’

‘I’m not imagining it, Caleb. You always bang on about coming from good stock and that our future kids will carry on your line – like my unknown lineage makes me some kind of liability.’

He exhales sharply. ‘Again. It’s you who’s assigning meaning to my words, not me. I’ve told you that I want you to have my children – I’ve been very open about wanting a baby ASAP. Why would I say that if I was worried about your bloodline!’

‘It’s not just you. Your parents make it more than clear I’ll never be good enough for them. They judge me every time I open my mouth – it’s like I’m constantly auditioning for approval.’

His jaw tightens, a flush rising to his cheeks. ‘Look, if you don’t want to be around my family, then—’

‘Fine! I’ll move out.’ The words hang in the air between us.

‘I was going to say, then we’ll distance ourselves from them for a while.’ Caleb’s chest heaves with a deep sigh. ‘But way to overreact, Lily!’

I want to take it all back, to say I’m sorry, but I can’t. Maybe I’m not. I avert my gaze, the pain in his eyes too much to witness. He moves closer, and I catch a whiff of stale aftershave as he wraps his arms around me.

‘Don’t, Caleb,’ I say, squirming. ‘I’ve said what I’ve said.’

But he squeezes me tighter, his forearms locking over my chest. My breath catches in my lungs, and with my arms trapped at my sides, my heartbeat speeds up and my muscles burn. Just as panic sets in, he releases me, and I gulp in air like a newborn baby. ‘What … The … Fuck?’ Hot tears bubble and fall in fat drops.

Caleb jerks back, like he’s snapped out of a trance. But his fingers twitch at his side, cold eyes pinning me to the spot.

‘I don’t get it, Lily,’ he says, breath jagged. ‘Why are you doing this? We’re supposed to be getting married. Or are you using my family as an excuse to get out? Is there someone else?’ His ego is damaged, his face turning red with a barely restrained anger. My own adrenaline causes my pulse to race again – the situation firing up so quickly. It isn’t going to end well. I need to step away now. With his questions continuing to fire at me rapidly, he follows me into the bedroom. He paces while I throw a few items into a backpack.

‘It’s best I leave. I’ll come back for my stuff tomorrow.’

‘Huh. If I let you.’

My throat restricts. Something in his tone sparks fear. A compulsion to run. I haven’t got many things here. Nothing that can’t be replaced. He can keep my shit. Arsehole. Despite my trembling limbs, I swing my backpack over my shoulder and head held high, walk past him.

I’m almost at the door.

Pounding feet behind me.

My fingers fumble the handle.

‘Lily. Stop.’ The words send a chill down my spine and I freeze. Hold my breath as he whispers against my neck. ‘I’m sorry. Please don’t give up on us.’

I close my eyes.

What am I doing? Caleb’s never hurt me, at least not physically. But the DNA test echoes in my mind. The warrior gene. Violence. Aggression. A seed of fear rooted so deeply now, I can’t ignore it. If I stay, if we have children, what if it surfaces in them? What if I pass on what I’m scared I can’t fully control?

We’re going on a little adventure, Lily. My mum’s excited voice echoes in my head – but it’s accompanied by an incongruent image of her packing a bag, tears streaming down her face. I don’t recall if this was our first ‘adventure’, my childhood memories are somewhat jumbled. Mum always told the same story – that Dad left us. I learned not to question her, but recently, I started to wonder if it was really her who walked away from him, taking me with her.

Am I destined to repeat their mistakes? To follow the same path of broken relationships? At least there’s no child involved. And maybe there never should be now I know what my genes carry. I might have only been five when they separated – I can’t picture his face anymore, it’s like a smudge – but I remember a sense of loss, the constant question, ‘where’s my daddy?’ It was as if he was playing an elaborate game of hide-and-seek. Mum had said he liked playing games, but that no – this time was different.

I open my eyes and turn to look at Caleb. ‘I can’t do this,’ I say. ‘We’re not right for one another. I’m sorry.’

‘Just like that?’ Heat flares in his face, and for a split second my fear returns. ‘You’re not going to stay and talk about it, figure it out?’

Suddenly I’m exhausted. I can’t even muster the words to offer a decent answer to his question. Instead, I open the door and walk through. I don’t hear the thud of it closing as I stride to the lift. ‘It’s what I deserve, I guess,’ he says. I look back over my shoulder and he’s standing in the doorway, shaking his head. ‘Getting involved with someone like you was a mistake. Running at the first hint of a problem … just like your dad. Should’ve seen it coming.’

I breathe. I can’t rise to it. I won’t. The lift pings and I dart inside, press the ground floor button again and again. Hurry up, hurry up. I don’t want to spend any longer in this situation.

The cool air and the bustle of the crowd greet me as I fly through the glass doors. I stand still for a moment to breathe it in. Then I walk along the harbourside, towards the taxi rank without glancing back.

Funny, I think, that someone with the so-called warrior gene is running, not staying to fight. But right now, running feels like the only way to keep control, to keep myself safe, to keep a life that’s still mine.




Chapter 3

THE SPECIAL GAME

Past

She sits cross-legged on the living room rug, watching dust float through a sliver of sunlight breaking through the closed curtains.

Daddy is home. He wears jeans and a red T-shirt – not his work clothes. She feels lucky. It isn’t even the weekend.

‘Let’s play the Special Game,’ he says, kneeling beside her. Mummy isn’t around. She is at work again. He says it’s just him and his little angel.

He has a few names for her – her favourite is Humming Bee. He calls her that when she hums along to the tunes Mummy has on the radio. Mummy always has different music on when Daddy isn’t home. She dances then, too – twirling like a ballerina, but not the same. Kind of funny-looking. Her eyes close, and sometimes it seems like she goes somewhere else. If she asks Mummy questions during those times, Mummy doesn’t seem to hear her.

Daddy doesn’t like her asking some questions, but he is all right with others. It’s very confusing. Everything she needs to know is told to her as part of the Whisper Game – where she has to repeat every word he says exactly, never asking why.

Today’s Whisper Game isn’t as fun; she gets the words wrong, and Daddy’s face turns red. She is close to crying, but then she gets it right and Daddy rewards her.




Chapter 4

THE WRONG ONE

Present day

The smell of food in the taxi turns my stomach. ‘Where to?’ the driver asks. There’s only one place I feel I can go at this late hour.

‘Hotwells, Clifton, please.’ I lower the window a little to allow fresher air inside, then take my mobile, hit my top stored number, and slump back in the leather seat. I hope I don’t wake her. If not underneath her pillow, she’ll have her phone on her bedside cabinet. Three rings … four. Please don’t go to voicemail. Five …

‘Lily? Everything okay?’

Tears clog my throat. I swallow several times before attempting to speak. ‘Mum? Can I come and stay with you for a bit?’

‘Oh, my darling. Of course.’

Hearing her soft voice, filled with the usual empathy and love, is all it takes to break down the barriers I’d tried to put up. There’s no point in pretence – I can’t pull the wool over my mum’s eyes. Never have been able to, even in my rocky teenage years when I was sure I could hide my true feelings beneath heavy make-up and a cold stare.

‘Ooh, hang on. Have you got your key? I’m with a client, won’t be back for about an hour.’

‘I should do.’ I unzip the front pocket of my rucksack, push my fingers inside. Empty. Where is it? ‘I must’ve left it at Caleb’s.’ A prickle of unease creeps along my spine. I never remove it from this bag. Did I drop it?

‘There’s a spare – in the usual place, love. Wait up for me.’ She ends the call.

Mum hadn’t mentioned she’d taken on the night-time routine for the elderly people in her care when I spoke with her last week. She’s been working day shifts with the home care company for a couple of years – before that she’d been at the community hospital. This gives her more independence, she says – she gets more say in how she arranges her caseload. It’s the perfect job for her. For the longest time before we moved to Bristol, she took seasonal jobs – casual roles that she could pick up and leave whenever we needed to move on. But once we settled here, she gained some nursing qualifications and never looked back. I’m sure her clients must love her, she goes above and beyond for them like she used to for me and my friends, so she’s likely doing this as a favour.

I feel calm as soon as I reach into the hollowed tree stump at the edge of the garden, feeling the key tucked safely inside, then let myself into our house. Before moving in with Caleb, I’d mostly lived here. It was our first house when we finally settled in Bristol. It’s the address I’d give out for anything official. The flat I shared with Anna was temporary, as had been the one before. I always find my way home to Mum.

For a moment, as I sniff the air, I think I must’ve brought the smell of the taxi in with me. Then I clock the state of the kitchen. Half-eaten food on plates stacked on the sink drainer, discarded packets and tins, mugs with dregs of coffee still in them. The stale odour snags in my throat. Has Mum got herself a lodger? I gaze around checking for signs of another occupant. She’s usually very tidy. Minimalistic, really, after years of having to pack up and leave at a moment’s notice. Perhaps she’s relaxed more in the six months I’ve been at Caleb’s. I wrack my brain for the last time I was here. It was ages ago, I realise. Mum’s insisted on meeting elsewhere – she’s come to me, or we’ve grabbed a coffee and cake at the café round the corner from my work.

She’s not coping alone. She’d had me to look after, her life revolved round me. It must be hard when the one person who you do everything for leaves and no longer needs you the way they used to. It started when I went to uni, but even then, I spent holidays with Mum – even brought my friends home to stay with us. She’d almost be one of us, keen to join in the fun and games, always up for a laugh. My chest swells with guilt. No wonder she’s spending more time with her clients – she’s as lonely as they are.

I tentatively move through the rest of the house, and my anxiety eases. Everywhere else is neat and tidy – how I’m used to it. I go back to the kitchen, push up my sleeves, stack plates and fill the sink with hot water. When she walks through the door, she’ll not only be returning to a spotless kitchen, but she’ll be also be stepping back into her role as my supporter. My anchor. I’ll tell her about my day – working up to the truth that her daughter has the serial killer gene.




Chapter 5

THE MUM

Present day

The shock on her face as she walks into the freshly cleaned kitchen, gives way to concern when she catches my gaze.

‘What did he do?’ she asks, her full brows dipping, veiling watery-blue eyes. She drops her bag to the floor and flings her arms open. It’s as though she’s magnetised; I immediately rush into her arms. She envelops me in her warmth, and we stand silently like this for a minute or so. The smell of medicated ointments and a trace of bleach lingers on Mum’s uniform, overpowering her own scent, but I breathe her in anyway.

‘It wasn’t him, really. Well … it kinda was. But it’s me, isn’t it? I know when I start getting close, I find a reason to push them away.’

‘Oh, don’t go blaming yourself. You only push away those who don’t deserve you. Be thankful – you’re saving yourself time and heartache.’ She gently pulls back and, without letting go of my arms, regards me more closely. ‘You’re a bit peaky. Let me put the kettle on and we’ll have a cuppa.’ Mum surveys the room again. ‘I see you’ve made yourself useful already,’ she says, smiling. ‘I’ve been a bit caught up in it recently. They dropped an extra client onto my list and it’s thrown me out of sync. Not that I mind, bless him – but he’s a little challenging.’

‘Maybe you should say something, Mum. It’s not fair to give you the extra workload. Can’t someone else—’

‘We’re short-staffed, love. And this happened to be due to his previous carer being “let go”.’ She cocks one brow, tilts her head, giving the look of someone who suspects there’s a juicy story beneath. ‘A bit of a furore surrounding it, but no one’s spilling the tea.’

‘I’m sure you’ll be able to unearth what went down,’ I say.

If anyone can, Eva can. I recall hearing that being said about my mother from an early age. Even when we’d only been in a place for five minutes it seemed. She gives me a wry smile.

‘I do have a gift,’ she says. ‘I’ll make that tea, then you can tell me why you’ve left Caleb.’

Mum sets a mug down in front of me. ‘Decaff, obviously,’ she says. ‘Not that you’ll be sleeping much anyway I suspect.’ She offers me a comforting smile, and that only makes the guilt worse. She’s always been very clear. The past is a closed door; it doesn’t matter. The people who abandoned her don’t matter. It’s always been us, and that’s enough. What I’ve done will feel like a betrayal.

‘No, probably not.’ I sit cross-legged on the sofa, resting my elbows on my knees as if I’m settling in to meditate. ‘Mum,’ I say, grasping my mug between my hands for something to occupy them. ‘I need to tell you something that you’re not going to like.’

Her smile fades and my pulse quickens. ‘I’d best sit then,’ she says, settling reluctantly on the chair opposite.

‘I took a stupid test – some daft idea to prove to Caleb – well, to myself too – that I have a strong history of relations going back generations. I guess I was hoping to find answers as well, you know?’

‘One of those ancestry DNA tests?’ she asks. I can’t look at her in this moment; I have to keep talking.

‘It was more than a simple DNA screening, though. They had an offer on additional testing – you know, these new tests that can tell if you have a specific gene …’

‘Sounds all very fantastical. These companies are always coming up with another ploy to get people to part with their money. Makes me mad.’

‘I wish I hadn’t done it. But I did.’

‘What genes were they supposedly testing?’ Her voice lilts the way it does when she isn’t fully invested in a theory or opinion.

‘There were a few, but one in particular. A lot of people refer to it …’ I take a deep breath, ‘as the serial killer gene.’

Mum tilts her head back, mutters something under her breath.

‘And my result came back this morning. Mum, I have it.’

‘What nonsense! You don’t really believe that, do you?’

‘It’s science, not fiction.’

‘Let me look.’ She swipes her glasses from the table and perches them on the end of her nose. I pass her my phone with the email open, and she holds it up to her face. As her eyes scan it, I watch for any sort of reaction, but her expression remains neutral. It feels like the longest time before she looks up again.

‘Well, fiction is exactly what this is! What will they think of next?’ She tosses the phone, and it lands beside me on the sofa. ‘It isn’t simply down to genetics, Lily. There’s environmental factors, too.’ Anger seeps through her words and I think I catch a flicker of disappointment. Like I’ve somehow let her down by being so gullible. ‘Hey, now. Don’t give me that face,’ she says, her voice softening. ‘Come on, love – you know it doesn’t make sense. Why are you allowing this silly test to get to you?’

I fidget with the edge of the cushion. ‘Yeah … I know I’m being daft. I think we’d have known by now if I was a killer!’ I give a hollow laugh.

Mum’s face freezes for a fraction of a second, just enough to make my stomach twist, then smiles and shakes her head. ‘Exactly. The truth is, loads of people will likely carry this so-called warrior gene and they live perfectly normal lives. Companies love making money off this stuff. They’ve seen how obsessed people are with true crime and serial killers – and they’ve made a product to cash in on it. Half the population probably has it. I wouldn’t lose any sleep over it.’

Ironically, this is precisely what I will be doing. ‘I only wanted to know more about our family tree.’ I sigh, tilting my head back to stare at the ceiling. The words feel heavy the moment they leave me, and I already sense Mum bristling beneath her calm.

‘We’ve been over this before, Lily. I told you there’s really not much to go on.’

Her voice is tight, and I know I shouldn’t push it. But I’ve opened the door again now, so I may as well step through. ‘But these sites can link you up to others who share your DNA. Might’ve found a cousin or two.’

‘Do you want to find cousins who have never bothered to reach out to find you?’

‘Aren’t you curious, too? Have you really never wanted to know who your biological family are?’

‘Once, I suppose.’ Mum’s gaze drifts, like she’s looking back in time. ‘But not for long. It’s just me and you, kid. I’m happier that way.’ She gives me a wink. It’s a line she’s used throughout my life.

‘Yeah. I’m grateful for that.’

‘We’re enough, Lily. Always look forward to the future. There’s nothing to gain from dredging up the past.’ She gets up, plants a kiss on the top of my head. ‘I’m going up now. Your room is how you left it. Try and get some rest.’

‘Thanks, Mum.’ I reach up a hand, give her arm a gentle squeeze. Then she places her hands either side of my face.

‘Tomorrow is a fresh day—’

‘With no mistakes in it,’ I finish, smiling. It’s a line from her favourite childhood novel, Anne of Green Gables. A memory sparks inside my mind – Mum saying this exact line. She’s lying behind me, holding me close as I cry on my bed. Did I do something to make him leave? The noise of the slamming door still loud in my ears. Mum’s soothing voice murmuring softly against my cheek. Don’t be scared, Lily. I’m here.




Chapter 6


Surrey Chronicle, Thursday, 18 March 2000

Local Briefs: Man Reported Missing in West Surrey

Police are looking into reports of a man who has not returned home since Wednesday night.

The individual was last seen leaving a residence in the Oakbridge area at approximately 8 p.m. Authorities have stated that the disappearance is not currently being treated as suspicious.

No further details have been released.






Chapter 7

THE PANCAKES

Past

Mummy is late back. The place always feels strange when she’s alone there. But Mummy says they are safe now, even though it’s only the two of them.

Birthdays used to be with Mummy and Daddy – at least, she thinks they were. It’s hard to remember the last ones properly.

When Mummy finally comes home, her cheeks are all rosy from the cold, and she has that warm smile that makes everything feel better. There isn’t a birthday cake this year. But Mummy says they can make pancakes. Her favourite. Pancakes aren’t supposed to be for birthdays. They have their own special day, her teacher said. (The one at her old school, not the new one – she’s only been there twice so far.) These pancakes are the yummiest ever. The best part is getting to sprinkle the sugar on top because she heaps it on and isn’t told off.

Mummy says birthday pancakes can be their new tradition. Then she gives a funny look and claps her hands together. ‘No!’ she says. ‘Why should we wait for the best things? We can have them whenever we want.’

And she’s right. It’s a silly idea to only have something that good just once a year.
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