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PROLOGUE

Most people walked a little faster when passing 42 Randall Lane, picking up the pace as if something about the house might somehow be rotten or contagious or was waiting to spring out and get them. It was entirely different to the others on the street, had been on its plot far longer than the sprawling new estate that had sprung up around it in more recent years. It could be described as a grand dame surrounded by ambitious courtiers, although it wasn’t that grand, just bigger and older and definitely sadder. Out of place, even though it had been there the longest.

Late Victorian in style – red-brick, double-fronted with two windows either side of its rarely-used front door and three more windows on the upper floor. A kid’s drawing of a house, really, with a waist-high dry-stone wall protecting its apron of a front garden, a rusty iron gate at the end of a straight, flagged path, where weeds had pushed their way up through cracks and tree roots were buckling the edges. The back garden, not visible from the street, sloped in gentle tiers down to a stream that circled a small woodland. It was here that one of the worst deeds was said to have happened back in the day.

Everything was quiet over there now – as still as a painting, seeming untouched by winds or weather. Occasionally, someone used the bus stop outside the front gate either to get on or off the bus, but Megan Whitmore, who lived opposite, had never seen anyone go into the house – apart from the postman, but even he passed it by more often than not. This made Megan sad at Christmas. Did Mrs Ivorson never receive any cards or visitors? Did she ever speak to anyone on the phone or in the supermarket when she went to do her weekly shop?

Had everyone in the world shunned her?

Maybe she had shunned them.

Megan had been ten years old when she and her parents moved into their semi on the Randall Lane edge of the new estate, twelve when it all kicked off at number 42: sirens and flashing lights, helicopters, screams, search parties, news cameras, more police than she’d ever seen in one place before or since.

And blood.

She hadn’t seen the blood herself, but she’d heard about it. All over the place, apparently, in the hall, the kitchen, up the stairs and in the bedrooms. She used to picture it in her mind’s eye, dripping from banisters, smeared over wallpaper, pooling on carpets. The other kids around had said evil lived in the house, that anyone who went near it would be cursed forever.

Megan was thirty-two now, and the house still creeped her out a bit in spite of how sorry she felt for Mrs Ivorson. None of it was Mrs I’s fault. 

Or was it? What did Megan know? What did anyone, come to that? So many rumours, wild and terrifying speculation involving cults and ghouls, sacrifices and mass murder. Everyone had heard something; the whole estate had been bursting to share what they knew about Mrs Ivorson’s daughter, Nicole, and the kinds of things she got up to. Twenty years ago, no one could talk about anything else. Friends, neighbours, the media, Megan’s own family and indeed Megan herself – they couldn’t get enough of it. And the more lurid the tale, the more gripping and real it was made to seem.

For a long time, Megan had more or less forgotten about the events of July 2005, but now she was back in her childhood bedroom at number 39, right opposite number 42, waiting for the flat above her new hair salon to be ready. The Mane Collective, as it was to be called, due to open at the far end of Randall Lane in a few weeks’ time. 

In the years while Megan had been living elsewhere, she’d only been reminded about the Ivorsons when she came home for visits, although nothing much was ever mentioned then really. Time had passed, people had moved on with their lives, and Megan guessed Mrs Ivorson must have too, in her way, although given what a recluse she’d become how would anyone know?

It was literally freezing outside today, minus three factoring in the wind-chill they’d said on the local news. Frost was glistening its wintry loveliness over pavements and gardens, while icicles dripped and dropped from frozen gutters. The gritters had been out earlier, so traffic was flowing – not that Randall Lane was especially busy, not since they’d made it one-way and put in sleeping policemen to stop speeders.

Megan was all snug in a fleecy onesie, curled up in an old wing-backed chair in her childhood room – too cold to be right up by the window today – iPad in her lap, phone within reach as she worked on updating her accounts. She’d heard that Mrs Ivorson used to be a book-keeper, before everything, working for lots of local small businesses, but that was so long ago it wasn’t relevant now, and anyway, Megan would never have the nerve to ask for her help.

She wondered, as she gazed idly across the street towards the lonely looking house, if Mrs Ivorson would like to have her hair done. She used to have a lovely head of coppery curls, kind of carefree and yet stylish, one of those looks that made it seem like nothing had gone into it when probably a lot had. The last time she’d seen Mrs I, she’d been wearing a bobble hat and woolly scarf, her hair all covered up, though Megan knew she’d cut it short a long time ago. It was as if, Megan had thought when she’d first noticed the dramatic change, Mrs Ivorson had decided that her flamboyant curls were in some way to blame for what had happened, so they’d had to go. Now, Megan felt it was probably sadness that had made Mrs Ivorson want to change her look. Her mood, her heart, simply couldn’t live up to the cheerful image created by her lively hair.

Should she go over and offer a freebie? How weird would that seem when she hadn’t been over once in the last twenty years? Her mum had gone, a few times, after Mr Ivorson had passed, just to ask if everything was all right and was there anything she could do. Mrs Ivorson had never invited her in or taken her up on her offer. She obviously just wanted to be left alone to sort out her own shopping, tend her garden, go to her appointments and carry on doing whatever she did inside those dark grey walls.

Spooky or what?

Had she cleaned up the blood by now? Must have, surely.

How dearly Megan would love to chat with Mrs Ivorson, have her tell everything about what had really happened in July 2005. There was definitely more to it than the press had reported. Everyone knew that; even the papers admitted it. They’d made a big deal of it at the time, actually. No one had the real answers, the proper explanation, the inside story on what had actually gone down and why. Not even the police had been able to answer all the questions, and chances were they still couldn’t – although the daughter was definitely paying for what she’d done.

And so she should.

Megan frowned slightly as a van pulled into the bus stop outside number 42’s gate and a youngish-looking man in a padded coat and leather hat with earflaps got out. A moment later, another man all wrapped up against the cold went to open the back doors of the vehicle and began taking something out: a steel case the size of a boot box, and another case, long and plastic-looking, that could easily contain a gun, but it turned out to be … 

Megan sat forward, her heart starting to race with excitement. Another van was pulling up now, this one grey with blacked out windows. Its insignia left no doubt as to which TV station it had come from.

More vehicles arrived, more people got out, all of them shrouded against the wind. She couldn’t quite believe it. It was like watching ghosts morphing back into life, a rerun of what had happened before, except now it was in winter; the last time had been the middle of summer.

‘Mum!’ she shouted, getting to her feet. ‘Something’s going on over the road.’

‘What?’ Ella Whitmore asked, coming into the room, still in her dressing gown and carrying a cup of tea. ‘It’s a bit hot in here, Megs.’

‘Look,’ Megan cried, pointing to the window. ‘Tell me I’m not seeing things.’

Puzzled, Ella went to check and gave a small gasp of surprise.

‘They just turned up,’ Megan told her. ‘Oh my God, Mum! What if … You don’t reckon it’s happened again, do you?’

Ella’s eyes widened before she collected herself. ‘Don’t be silly,’ she scolded. ‘It can’t happen twice. But maybe …’

‘Maybe what?’ Megan urged.

Ella looked at her. ‘We need to turn on the news,’ she said. ‘I heard something a few weeks ago … Oh, Megs … They must have let her out, and if they have, does it mean … ?’ She pressed a hand to her mouth. ‘I don’t even want to think it,’ she said, ‘not after all these years.’

Understanding what was in her mother’s mind, Megan stared at her in disbelief. Eventually she said, ‘If they’ve found them – oh my God, it could be bodies.’ She felt sick. ‘Or maybe,’ she added tentatively, ‘they’re still alive and someone’s found them.’ 

Could that even be possible after all this time?

No way! It couldn’t be.

It just couldn’t.




CHAPTER ONE

‘We’re going to make you an offer you can’t refuse.’

‘What kind of an offer?’

‘You’ll find out soon enough. I’ll have my PA reach out to make an appointment. I think you’re going to like it. Confidential for now, though. OK?’

That short, totally unexpected phone call, coming out of the blue as it had, just before Christmas, was still resonating with Cristy Ward two weeks later as she boarded the train to London. She had already spent far too many hours trying to second guess what might lie in store today, letting all sorts of scenarios run away with her, although she felt quietly certain that the podcast she produced, Hindsight was going to be at the heart of it all.

It would be something big – she was sure of it, because the great Paul Kinsley wasn’t someone to waste her time, or his own.

It must have been ten years or more since they’d last met in person, at a party to celebrate the publishing of his book, Staying Tuned – a first-hand account of his journey through local and national media to become the head of a European-wide network of news and entertainment channels. Back when Cristy was fresh out of UCL, he’d given her her first big break as a researcher for a London based current-affairs show. That was where she’d met Matthew, her now ex-husband, and father of both her children, who’d been an associate producer at the time. Kinsley had orchestrated their move to Bristol – her hometown, to set up The News Agenda, which Matthew presented to this day. She’d been a senior producer on the programme until just over five years ago when her marriage had ended. Since the divorce she’d reinvented herself as a true-crime podcaster, and now, thanks to some early successes, she felt that all was right with the world.

A dangerous conclusion for someone with a fiftieth birthday coming up and the menopause looming.

She was definitely no longer the bright young thing Kinsley probably remembered. However, she now had experience and maturity on her side, and according to her astutely loyal nineteen-year-old daughter, Hayley, she carried off glamour as easily as if no effort went into it at all. It did, although Cristy had to admit that she wasn’t as focused on her looks as some. However, for today, her lively and magnetic – Hayley’s word – blue eyes were subtly enhanced by liner, and her normally scrunched up shoulder-length curls were falling loosely, hopefully stylishly, around her oval face. Beneath her long padded coat, she was wearing a navy suit from The Fold, and since, at five foot nine, she didn’t need the discomfort of extra height, her matching ankle boots were low-heeled. She simply wanted to look smart and elegant without appearing to have tried too hard.

She’d do that later today for the man in her life: the one she’d once tried, through her podcast, to expose as a triple-murderer.

David Gaudion. The man who was living proof that she didn’t get everything right, and in this case she couldn’t be happier for it. 

Simply thinking about him caused her heart to skip a beat. They’d been together for over a year now, and she still experienced teenagerish flutterings of pleasure at the prospect of seeing him. Apart from being drop-dead gorgeous, at least to her mind, he was a Guernsey-based wealth manager, a father of three, a skilled yachtsman, a powerful and passionate lover, and though he was never around often enough, he somehow managed to feel like a constant and always welcome presence in her life.

Knowing that he was going to join her later today made her even happier about being in London, and as the anticipation of seeing Kinsley began to build, she found herself almost wanting to laugh.

It was just after eleven when she jumped into a cab at Paddington, and after giving the driver directions, she took a call from her podcast co-producer, Connor Church. ‘Hey, Con. Everything OK?’

‘I’m guessing you haven’t seen the news,’ he said, ‘or you’d have rung by now.’

‘What is it?’

There was a crackling on the line as he said, ‘… knew you’d want … Trying to remember …’

‘Hang on, you’re breaking up,’ she interrupted.

‘Sorry, in a bit of a dodgy area,’ he told her. ‘Any better now?’

‘I think so. Carry on.’

‘OK. Did you get the bit about Nicole Ivorson being released? Not sure about any of the conditions yet, but apparently it’s happened.’

Cristy’s eyes rounded as her heart skipped a beat. ‘We knew it was going to after she confessed … Did she confess? Do we know that for certain yet?’

‘All accounts say she did. The nation’s press has already flocked to Randall Lane apparently, but no sign of her yet – or her mother.’

‘Does Maeve still live there?’

‘My sources say, yes, but as of right now, no one knows where she is.’

Cristy’s mind was already reeling back to the time when she, as a thirty-year-old TV reporter, had stood outside 42 Randall Lane, reporting on the tragic and mysterious events that had happened inside the house. ‘Where are you now?’ she asked Connor.

‘On my way back from Devon. I can drop off Jodi and the baby and go on to the office to start pulling up old files.’

‘Great, and try to get more background on the release. Is she on temporary licence, or parole? Has she confessed? I should be on an early train back tomorrow. Let me know if you hear anything meanwhile.’

After ringing off, Cristy sat with the case for a while, selecting different parts of it from her memory, each one firing up as much eagerness as it did apprehension about going there again. It had to be done; there was no doubt about that. It was a mystery – an aberration almost – that still cried out for answers, which made it a perfect investigation for her crack team of podcasters: a brand-new series for Hindsight.

She just hoped that, this time around, it wouldn’t mess with her head the way it had back then, but she was a different person now, older, wiser and very definitely not pregnant.

At last, the cab turned into the exclusive, cobbled enclave of Soho’s Ham Yard, where a uniformed doorman was outside the hotel, ready to greet her.

After paying the driver, she followed the doorman into the hotel’s uniquely styled lobby and slipped him a ten-pound note. Too much, probably, but who knew in an establishment like this? It was so high-end it might actually not be enough.

‘Hi, I’m Ellie.’ A petite, smartly dressed hostess smiled as she came to greet her. ‘Welcome to the Ham Yard Hotel. Are you staying with us?’

‘I am,’ Cristy replied, looking around at the hugely excessive but beautifully artful flower displays, the arrestingly funky art on the walls and a curious bank of fast-moving clocks. ‘The booking should be in the name of David Gaudion. He’ll be coming later. I have a meeting at eleven with—’

‘Cristy! You’re here!’

At the sound of the voice she remembered so well, Cristy broke into a delighted laugh as her old mentor appeared from an open door at the other end of reception. His arms were open ready to greet her, and she all but ran into them. He was large in just about every way: tall, wide, loud and effortlessly charming, and being swallowed into his embrace had the feeling of coming home. 

‘You look fantastic,’ he told her, holding her back to study her face. ‘More beautiful than ever, I see.’ His fleshy, crinkled face broke into a happy grin as he chuckled delightedly. ‘I’ve missed you,’ he told her. ‘You need to be in town more often. Dinah would love it.’

‘How is your lovely wife?’ Cristy smiled, enjoying his arm around her as he led her into the room he’d come from. It was clearly a library given its high, book-lined walls and the cosy nest of sofas and armchairs grouped around a grand fireplace and coffee table. ‘It seems so long since I last saw her.’

‘She’s on great form and I know she’d love to see you. Now, let me introduce you …’

Two grey-suited men got to their feet.

‘Carl Finsberg, my CFO,’ Kinsley told her, as the shorter and older of the two came to shake her hand. ‘You guys might remember one another?’

‘Of course we do,’ Cristy replied, pulling Carl into a hug. ‘How are you? And how’s James?’

‘We finally got married,’ Carl told her, pushing his glasses further up his nose. ‘And he’s great. Wanted me to send his love.’

‘And this,’ Kinsley said, steering her to the other man, whom she recognized instantly in spite of never having met him in her life, ‘is Vikram Rathour.’

‘Not to be confused,’ Rathour said, reaching for her hand, his dark eyes suffused with irony, ‘with the famous cricketer. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Cristy.’ Cristy knew he’d been born and raised in the sub-Continent and had later relocated his growing empire to the US, it would account for why he sounded more American than Indian. 

‘I’m afraid I’ve never heard of the cricketer,’ she told him, ‘but of course I know who you are, and it’s a pleasure to meet you too.’

What on earth was he doing here? Why did Kinsley want her to meet Vikram Rathour, one of the world’s leading businessmen? Just wait ’til she told David – and Connor. It was going to blow their minds. It occurred to her as she settled into one of the elegant cream-and-coral upholstered sofas that there might be something Kinsley and Rathour wanted her and Connor to look into. That would be pretty mind-blowing in itself, given the stature of both men – also insane even to think it, when Kinsley alone had an army of people at his disposal to carry out all his investigative needs.

‘Will you have coffee?’ Kinsley asked, lifting a large silver pot ready to pour.

‘Black, thanks,’ she said, and settled her handbag between her feet, wondering if she should take out her laptop and mobile phone to join the others on the table.

‘How was your journey here?’ Rathour enquired politely, folding one long leg over the other as he relaxed back in an armchair with his cup and saucer. ‘Did you come by train?’

‘I did,’ she confirmed. ‘It was fine, very smooth.’ Could she get any more banal? She almost asked how he’d got here but stopped herself just in time. It didn’t seem the sort of question to ask someone who’d very probably flown in on a private jet and been stretch-limo-ed right to the door.

‘Are you working on any investigations at the moment?’ Carl asked chattily as he reached for one of the delicious-looking cannoli.

‘We’re digging into a few cold cases,’ she told him, aware of Nicole Ivorson leapfrogging the others straight to the front of her mind, ‘but nothing’s ready to go just yet.’

‘Pity. James and I are always so gripped by your podcasts – we never want them to end. We were very moved by the last one. Terrifying what AI can do in the wrong hands. That poor woman.’

‘It was an excellent series,’ Rathour declared, putting his cup down. ‘As were those that came before. There’s an intriguing mix of the personal and professional in your work that makes it both unique and compelling.’

‘She’s the real deal,’ Paul assured him. ‘An actual investigative journalist with a lot of kudos behind her.’

Embarrassed and of course flattered, Cristy said, ‘I have a first-class team supporting me, and my co-producer, Connor Church, is also an experienced journalist. We worked together in TV before setting up Hindsight.’

‘He doesn’t hanker for the screen?’ Kinsley asked. ‘Most guys his age still see it as the holy grail. Or am I wrong about that?’

‘It’s changing,’ she replied, knowing he was fully aware of that – in his position, how could he not be? And he knew Connor’s age. Interesting.

‘But you do have ambitions for your series?’ Kinsley prompted. ‘I know you do because I know you, so let me come to the point of why we’ve asked you to meet us today. Nothing’s been announced yet, and probably won’t be for a while, but Vikram and I are looking into creating a joint podcasting enterprise. We can go into the detail another time – still a lot to be ironed out – but in principle, the new company would have a significant global reach, thanks to our existing media networks, and could greatly expand exposure for the established podcasts we take on board. It will also generate opportunities for strong, innovative and creative minds to gain full recognition in a crowded marketplace with the advantage of having been brought on by RK Media. The name is under review.’

Cristy’s mind was spinning as she tried to get a full grasp of what he was actually saying. 

Before she could speak, he continued, ‘Vikram is keen to run operations out of New York. I would prefer them be centred in London, so I’m hoping you’ll help me to convince him I’m right. As someone who knows the podcasting business, who has a wealth of media experience and a knack for building a great team, you are my number one choice to head up the new venture.’

There was a beat before her mouth almost fell open. Her eyes darted between the two men, as though seeking assurance she’d just heard right.

‘You’ll have Vik’s backing,’ Kinsley assured her, ‘if you do decide to join us, but don’t worry, we’re not asking for a commitment at this stage. We just want you to know that the top job could be yours, plus a place on the board, if you want it.’

Cristy simply stared at him, unable to think of a thing to say. This was so beyond her wildest imaginings that she hadn’t even begun to consider such a leap, never mind a monumental change to her world.

‘Naturally, it will be up to you how you run your team – or teams, plural,’ he continued. ‘As the executive producer of all podcasting output, structure and strategy will be in your hands. We’d love for you to bring Hindsight with you, and personally, I’d encourage you to continue presenting where you can. Our focus groups show that people respond well to you—’

‘You’ve already focus-grouped me?’ she spluttered, knowing she shouldn’t be surprised – this was Kinsley, after all – and yet she was.

Clearly amused, he said, ‘You came out well, so don’t be offended.’

Not sure whether she was or wasn’t, she said, ‘I’m sorry, but this … It’s a lot to think about …’

‘Which is all we want you to do at this stage,’ Rathour reminded her. ‘As Paul said, we’re still a good while away from launch, so take a few weeks to think it over – hell, take a few months if you need it. For obvious reasons, we’d like to launch with you on board, but there’s still plenty of time. Incidentally, do you have ownership of Hindsight?’

Certain he must already know the answer to that, she said, ‘I do, but Connor, who I mentioned just now, is heavily invested both professionally and personally. As are the Quinns – Harry and Meena – who own the harbourside studios in Bristol where Hindsight is based. They’re fully involved in running the business side of things.’

‘I’m sure you have great loyalty to your colleagues,’ Kinsley commented, ‘and if it’s your ambition to continue working out of the premises you’re in, with a team of four and limited back-up, in a technical sense, then we, of course, will respect that. Our aim here is simply to open your mind to further possibilities – greater scope, shall we say – and everything is on the table.’

Cristy looked at Rathour again, feeling seriously wrongfooted without exactly knowing why.

‘Carl has drawn up a financial package for you to consider,’ he said. ‘I’m sure you’ll find it generous.’

She looked down at the envelope Carl was pushing towards her, not sure if it was feeling like thirty pieces of silver or not.

Kinsley said, ‘Take your time with this, Cristy. It’s a great opportunity, but obviously it needs careful consideration given the many changes it could call for.’

Swallowing, she said, ‘Leaving Bristol being one of them?’

He crooked an eyebrow. ‘As I said, take your time with it, and contact me any time with any questions you might have. I am anticipating a lot,’ he added with a smile.

Her eyes returned to the envelope. It wasn’t sealed, and there was no name on the front, but it looked to contain several folded pages that could, if she wasn’t dreaming this, be outlining the next chapter of her life.

It was a moment before she realized Kinsley was speaking again.

‘… so we’d like everything to remain confidential for the time being. I know that’ll be hard when you’ll naturally want to discuss it with someone.’

‘Yes, I’m sure my team will—’

‘Can I suggest before you go there that it might be more beneficial to you, in the long run, to know exactly what you want to tell them before you start upsetting the status quo?’

She knew he was right, while hating the mere thought of keeping it from everyone when it was already starting to feel like betrayal. ‘I’m sorry, I should probably be thanking you for even considering me—’

‘As far as I’m concerned,’ he interrupted, ‘you’re the right person for the job, but it seems you still need to convince yourself of that. Perhaps it will help if I say we’d like you to consider approaching Andee Lawrence with a view to her co-hosting Hindsight with you, should you decide to stay in the presenter’s chair. If not, I think she could be a perfect lead on her own, don’t you?’

Cristy’s eyes widened in shock. She really hadn’t seen that coming. Andee Lawrence wasn’t only a dear friend and an ex-detective – she was an exceptional woman in so many ways. How could she possibly not want to work with Andee? She’d be brilliant at true-crime podcasting, if she wanted to do it.

But why weren’t they talking about Connor? 

‘I didn’t realize you knew Andee,’ she said cautiously. ‘Have you already spoken to her?’

Kinsley shook his head. ‘You’re the one calling the shots, but I know you’re already seeing the potential of the suggestion: two highly intelligent women with a myriad of talents between them, most of which will lend themselves perfectly to moving everything forward in a way to benefit us all.’

‘But what about Connor Church?’

Kinsley’s failure to answer told her exactly what she didn’t want to know, that for them at least, Connor wasn’t being seen as a major player. 

For her, this could be a deal-breaker, but now wasn’t the time to challenge it. 




CHAPTER TWO

‘Wow!’ David muttered two hours later as he finished reading the offer Cristy was still having some difficulty digesting. 

She’d thrust the paperwork at him as soon as he’d walked into their hotel room a few minutes ago, and after sitting him down in one of the wing-backed armchairs, she’d gone to pour them both a drink from the mini-bar while he went through it.

He looked up, his acute yet gentle navy eyes showing how impressed and apparently amused he was. Her heart tripped with a rush of unsteadying emotions: desire, because she always felt it when she hadn’t seen him in a while; elation at this incredible recognition; guilt for wanting it; fear of taking it …

‘They’re giving me time to think,’ she told him, ‘which, at the moment, is the only part I really seem able to get my head around.’

Drolly, he said, ‘Well, they obviously want you, but then again, who wouldn’t?’

She shot him a look and said, ‘It all feels so bloody big-time in comparison to my little world in Bristol – which, let’s not forget, I happen to love.’

Putting the offer down on the table next to him, David picked up his wine glass and saluted her. ‘You’re right, it is big-time,’ he agreed. ‘Or it could be, if you end up deciding it’s what you want.’

Sighing, Cristy sank down into the other chair and stared moodily at the enormous bed, with its six-foot high padded headboard and luxury pillows, where in normal times, they’d already be deeply into the throes of a joyous reunion. Right now, she was too distracted to think straight, let alone make love.

Doing her best to refocus, she said, ‘How did your lunch meeting go?’

‘It was good. All fintech IPOs and business models – follow-up first thing tomorrow. Now, stop trying to change the subject.’

Smiling, she sipped her wine and felt overwhelmingly relieved that he was here. David was just about the only person in the world she actually wanted to discuss this with, and not only because he was such a good listener, with a far greater understanding of all the nuances and ramifications of the offer than she could claim to have right now. It was also because he wouldn’t bring his own agenda to bear on her final decision. In fact, she was pretty certain it would make no difference to him, or to their relationship, where she lived or how she decided to proceed. All he’d care about was her. At least that was the vibe he always gave off, and apart from a little misunderstanding here and there, she never had any reason to doubt him. 

She turned to look at him and could tell right away that his dark eyes were seeing straight to the heart of her dilemma – her conscience even; how could she not love that about him? ‘It’s really thrown me,’ she admitted.

‘I know,’ he said, ‘which is why Kinsley’s given you time to think. If you’d had to make a decision today, you’d most probably have turned it down.’

Certain he was right about that, Cristy looked away and caught her reflection in the large, gilt-framed mirror over the glass-topped desk. She could see, even from this distance, how bright her eyes were and how pale her complexion. It was the look of someone trying very hard to keep her feet on the ground while wanting to shout with amazement and joy and … triumph? Was that how she felt: triumphant? Certainly flattered, maybe even a tad smug. How horrible was that? 

What she really felt, she decided, was out of her depth and unforgivably disloyal towards her team – Connor most of all.

‘When are you speaking to Kinsley again?’ David asked, going to refresh their glasses.

‘Nothing’s in the calendar, but I have his mobile number. He told me to call any time.’

‘OK, then I recommend you start now with a list of everything you want to ask or discuss when you do speak. Chances are, he’ll contact you fairly soon just to check on the direction of your thinking, so best to be prepared for that.’

Taking that as good advice, even finding it a little easier to breathe at the prospect of space, she said, ‘Have you ever met him?’

Bringing their drinks back to the table, he said, ‘Once or twice. A long time ago, during my lobbying days. I never got to know him – he was someone else’s client – but he always struck me as an impressive, no-nonsense sort of guy.’

‘He’s that, all right: definitely not someone you want to be on the wrong side of, but a great ally if you ever need one.’ 

She took a sip of wine and felt it turn suddenly sour on her tongue as her thoughts returned to Connor and what this could mean for him. Four years ago, when she’d been at her lowest ebb and in need of finding her way again, he’d abandoned his assured climb up the TV ladder to start Hindsight with her. And what a great job they’d made of it so far. They were a terrific partnership in spite of the age difference – or maybe because of it. They could almost read one another’s minds when it came to producing, so why on earth would she want to risk losing that?

Maybe she wouldn’t lose it. Kinsley had said the decisions would be hers, and Connor was only thirty-one, so there was a chance, being as ambitious as he was, that he’d want to move to London with her. Even as she thought it, she felt her heart sink. He was as settled in Bristol as the SS Great Britain. His wife and baby daughter were there, most of his friends, his contacts … It would devastate him if she decided to give it all up to come and pursue her dream – if it was her dream, and she had no idea yet if it was. 

‘Kinsley didn’t actually say this,’ she said, ‘but here’s what’s bothering me the most at the moment: I got the distinct impression that no one was seeing a good role for Connor in this new venture. I mean, Kinsley insisted I’d get to call the shots, so presumably if I wanted to bring Connor on board I could, but if Kinsley is serious about approaching Andee Lawrence – and why wouldn’t he be, when she’s such a great choice – where would that leave Connor?’

After giving it some thought, David said, ‘He could present with Andee, if you decide to run the show from behind the scenes?’

Cristy nodded slowly. ‘That could work, but right now, today, I’m not at all sure I want to take that sort of step back. I like being on the front line. Anyway, there’s no doubt Kinsley and Rathour are keen on the idea of me and Andee leading the pod.’

‘Anything wrong with a three-hander to include Connor?’

She considered it and sighed. ‘I’m not sure. There’s a good chance he’d see himself as a third wheel, and I really don’t want that for him. We work brilliantly together as we are. We love getting stuck into an investigation, planning the episodes, revealing new information, turning conventional wisdom on its head, exposing the bad guys …’ Her eyes twinkled. ‘Falling for the good ones.’

David’s eyebrows rose as he took a sip of wine.

‘Anyway,’ she continued, sobering again, ‘there’s not only Connor to consider. What about Harry and Meena? Losing Hindsight would mean a big hole in their business. How on earth could I do that to them when they’re the ones who took a chance on me with the podcast in the first place? They’ve worked as hard as anyone to get it established, pulled in all sorts of favours and even got a sponsorship liaison team going. Basically, it’s thanks to them and all the effort they’ve put in that Hindsight has got the exposure it has.’

Sitting back in his chair and stretching out his legs, David let the silence run for a while until finally he said, ‘As I see it, the main thrust of your conflict is between loyalty and ambition – both massive drivers in their own right, especially for someone like you who values friends as highly, perhaps even more highly, than success. We’ll see if that’s true as you work on your decision. In the meantime, something you’ve yet to mention is family. I get that Hayley’s at uni in Edinburgh …’

‘She’ll definitely want me to do this, I’m sure of it,’ Cristy said, ‘and you know how chilled Aiden is about everything. And he’s seventeen now, kind of independent … Actually, knowing him, he’ll probably see it as an opportunity to take over my harbourside flat while he finishes up Sixth Form, except neither Matthew nor I would let that happen.’

‘The point is, he has his dad right there in Bristol, and being Mr Supercool, he’s not likely to beg you to stay. More likely, he’ll be so pumped – to use his word – about you moving to London that he’ll probably want to come with you.’

Laughing and groaning, Cristy said, ‘God spare me. Letting him loose in Bristol is risky enough; here would be inviting disaster.’ Her smile faded. ‘It’ll happen though, if he gets into UCL next year, so perhaps having me around to keep him focused and out of trouble will be a good thing.’

‘But we both know he’s smart enough to take care of himself, in spite of the front he puts up of having next to no relationship with the concept of consequence. Anyway, as I said, while he’s in Bristol, Matthew will be there, and for all your ex’s faults, no one could accuse him of not being a hands-on dad.’

‘Unless he’s in LA with his soon-to-be ex-second-wife and their baby son.’

‘But that’s not often.’

Her eyes were unfocused, her mind still racing as she ran through scenarios as exciting as they were daunting. In the end, finishing her wine, she said, ‘Please let’s talk about something else for a while? Maybe go for a walk or decide on the show we want to see later? Is that still the plan?’

‘Up to you,’ he replied. ‘I have a few calls to make before we go anywhere – one to home, and I’m sure Rosie will want to say hi.’

Warmed by the mere mention of his dear, thirty-two-year-old daughter, Cristy broke into a smile. Rosie’s Down’s Syndrome had never held her back, if anything it seemed to make her sweeter and livelier with each passing day, and she was every bit as adorable as her grandmother, Cynthia, who’d played such a big part in helping to bring her up. David’s other daughter, Anna, who was in her mid-twenties and his twelve-year-old son, Laurent, the girls’ half-brother, also lived at the big house in Guernsey, and what a wonderfully chaotic and happy place it was to spend time. 

Deciding to check emails as David connected with Rosie, she reached for her phone just as Connor rang. ‘Hi, what news?’ she asked with no preamble. 

‘Still no sign of Maeve or Nicole Ivorson,’ he told her. ‘I’ve sent Clove and Jacks over to Randall Lane to keep an eye on the press guys still hanging around over there, but it’s looking like the Ivorson women have gone to a secret address.’

‘Of course they have. Why would they want to face a lynch mob? Any details on the terms of release yet?’

‘Full parole, apparently, but still working on the conditions.’

‘Do we know if she confessed?’

‘Some are saying she did, but no statements providing clarity so far. I’ve put in a request for your old TV reports on the case.’

‘They should be … interesting,’ she said wryly. ‘But good call. If there’s any push back, Matthew should be able to help.’ Her ex-husband still had a lot of clout at the TV company she’d once been a part of. ‘I really think this is going to be a good one for us,’ she said, meaning it in spite of how disloyal she was feeling. It wasn’t as if she’d made a decision yet, and nor would she before the next series was over.

‘Agreed,’ he told her. ‘Got to go – another call coming in. Say hi to David.’ And he was gone.

As she put her phone down, David said, ‘Sounds as though you’ve got something interesting brewing?’

She nodded pensively, once again caught up in the past. ‘Nicole Ivorson’s just been released,’ she told him.

He frowned. ‘I recognize that name. Isn’t she the teenager who was sentenced to life for murdering her baby twins in some sort of ritual?’

‘Twenty years ago, so she’s no longer a teen. I covered the story at the time … It was … There was so much about it that was … off, for want of another word, even at the trial. I don’t have all the details in my head now – as if any of us ever had them at all – but one thing I do know is that Nicole was charged and convicted in spite of no bodies ever being found.’




CHAPTER THREE

Connor was waiting at Temple Meads station when Cristy’s train arrived the next morning. Standing in the main concourse, engrossed in his phone, his North Face padded coat open, scarf wrapped loosely around his neck, he barely seemed to notice the crowds swarming about him. He was tall, slender, dark-haired and frequently teased for being the perfect embodiment of Clark Kent, thanks to his large, black-framed glasses and chiselled good looks.

He was also, Cristy thought, experiencing a wave of tenderness (threaded with guilt), like a brother to her – or even a son. Certainly not just a co-producer or business partner. She could only feel thankful that this news about Nicole Ivorson was – potentially – providing them with something major to focus on over the next few weeks as she tried to come to a decision regarding Kinsley’s offer.

‘Hey you,’ she said, reaching him and wanting to laugh when he gave a start of surprise. ‘Remember me?’ she mocked, and linked an arm through his to steer them out into the rain.

‘It’ll come to me,’ he promised, and shooting up an umbrella, he kept them both covered as they jaywalked through traffic over to the short-term parking.

‘So, good trip?’ he asked, when they were buckled into their seats and starting down the station slip road. ‘How’s David?’

‘He’s great, thanks. Says hi. Good new year in Devon?’

‘Bracing.’ He grinned. ‘Jodi’s aunt is pretty non-stop where fine wines and exotic foods are concerned. And boy does she love a walk on the beach when the wind’s howling. She’s a creature from another world, I swear it. Anyway, if you’re up for it, I thought we’d take a drive over to Randall Lane, get the lie of the land. Most of the press should have cleared out by now, so there might be a chance to ask around, see if anyone has a clue where Maeve is, which is presumably somewhere with Nicole.’

Since that was exactly what she’d been about to suggest, Cristy said, ‘I’ve been checking social media updates all the way here, and it doesn’t seem like anyone’s tracked them down yet. But give me what you’ve got on the parole conditions.’

‘I can go one better than that,’ he announced, turning left at the lights, and left again to head along the Feeder. ‘Julian Hargreaves has agreed to meet with us on Friday at four.’

Impressed, Cristy said, ‘Her defence lawyer, no less. How did you manage even to speak to him? He’s never wanted to talk about this case, at least not on the record.’

‘I dropped your name, and he called me right back. Well, his PA did, but we got the right result, so let’s not be picky. Turns out Nicole’s definitely on parole, but surprise, surprise, very tight-lipped on where she is. Do you reckon this guy in front is lost? Because if he turns next left, he’s going to end up in the canal.’

Cristy was frowning thoughtfully. ‘I’m trying to remember Nicole’s father’s name …’

‘Ronnie. He died ten years ago, after a stroke, poor guy. As far as I can tell, Maeve’s been on her own since.’

‘But she has a sister, as I recall, and a brother? She and Nicole could very well be with one of them.’

‘That’s what I thought, so I’ve put our trusty researchers on the case to try and turn up some addresses.’

Cristy instantly pictured Clover St Jean and Jackson Caine at work in the Hindsight offices over on the Harbourside. They completed the perfect dynamic of their team, and she knew how fortunate she and Connor were to have two such remarkable investigators on board. If – and it really was a big if – she went to London, she’d definitely want to take them with her, and being young, ambitious and unattached as they were, there was a good chance they’d leap at the opportunity.

She hated herself for even thinking about taking them from Connor, actually felt slightly sick at the prospect of leaving Connor herself, so pushing the thought away she went back to Maeve and Nicole Ivorson. ‘Have you spoken to Matthew yet about getting access to the TV archives?’ she asked.

‘I sent him an email last night – no reply so far this morning.’

Quietly confident that her ex would get them what they needed, Cristy said, ‘Did you bring a recorder with you?’

‘I did, because I thought it might be a good idea to lay down some background on the case for those who might be new to it. For everyone actually, given how long ago it happened. I was only a kid at the time, so I have no memory of it myself, and with it happening only days before the 7/7 bombings in London, it doesn’t seem to have received the kind of coverage it might have in more normal circumstances.’

Cristy remembered only too well how so many of her colleagues – and the police – had completely switched focus to the horrific terrorist attacks and the frenzied search for the killers. She said, ‘It’s almost certainly the reason Nicole’s case was left with so many unanswered questions. Everyone wanted it wrapped up, out of the way, no longer a drain on valuable resources, and sorry as I was about what had happened in London, those baby twins deserved so much better. And don’t let’s forget Nicole has always maintained her innocence … Except, of course, she’s now confessed. It’s the only way she’d have got parole.’

‘Still no bodies,’ he countered. ‘That’s what I can’t get my head around. She fesses up, they let her go, and as far as I can tell, no search for remains. Big question marks there, if we’re reading it correctly.’

As Cristy turned to look out at the rain-soaked, easterly suburbs of Bristol, she felt the reawakening of a twenty-year old unease coming over her. ‘Why on earth would she confess now,’ she said, ‘when she could have done so at any time since she was sent down, not least of all at her last parole hearing? And like you say, it’s bizarre that they’d grant her parole without knowing where to find the twins.’

‘Everything about this case is bizarre and always has been,’ he commented. ‘But maybe they’re tracking her now, hoping she’ll lead them to the bodies. Do they do that?’

‘I don’t know, who can say what kind of deals might have been done, or subterfuge put in place, but I can tell you this: I’m not letting go this time until we’ve finally got to the bottom of what really happened to those babies.’

Eventually, they were in the vicinity of Randall Lane, and as they joined a one-way system that definitely hadn’t been there in the mid-Noughties and rocked gently over speed bumps – all new – Cristy noticed how dated the erstwhile brand-new estate was now looking. The exterior of number 42 seemed different in its way too. They might even have passed it by, given how much smaller it seemed than the house Cristy remembered. It was the lay-by outside that she recognized first, home to a bus stop and wastebin now, and just past it was the garage where Maeve and Ronnie used to keep their car.

‘Bringing back memories?’ Connor asked, as he searched for somewhere to park.

‘Kind of,’ she admitted, actually feeling as though an old dream was trying to break through in small, elusive pieces: Nicole’s lovely face; Maeve’s horror; Ronnie’s confusion; press vans everywhere; reporters’ feverish excitement. ‘Why don’t we use the space next to the garage?’ she said. ‘We can always move if asked.’

After steering carefully into the sparsely gravelled, overgrown plot of wasteland and squeezing out of the driver’s side, Connor said, ‘I’ll leave you to go and find out if anyone’s at home while I unload the gear.’

Starting along the narrow pavement next to the crumbling dry-stone wall, Cristy glanced at the houses opposite, and felt thankful the rain had eased off. Nevertheless, it remained a dull and dreary day. Everything was damp and dripping, cold and lifeless – so very different to when she’d come as a much younger reporter in the middle of summer, when the gardens had been bursting with colour and the neighbours had grouped around their front doors, appalled and fascinated by what was going on across the road. Number 42 had been cordoned off, of course; no one had been able to see past the forensics tents or even get close to the house. For days, press and public alike had been left to speculate on what was happening inside. All they’d known for certain was that Nicole Ivorson’s eleven-month-old twins were missing and that search parties were quickly being formed.

Clanking open the old iron gate, Cristy picked her way along the broken path that led to the front door, which didn’t appear to have been painted since that terrible time back in 2005. It hadn’t been repaired either, if the scratched and damaged panels were anything to go by. Those particular scars, she recalled, had been inflicted by angry neighbours wanting to show their disgust, and by thugs who got a kick out of terrorizing the people inside.

Raising the stained brass knocker, she rapped three times and leaned in to listen for the sound of someone moving around.

Silence – apart from the passing traffic and a siren somewhere in the distance.

She knocked again and stood back to survey the windows. The curtains were pulled – all of them, upstairs and down – but there was a chink in what she guessed might be a sitting room, so she went to peer inside. It was too dark to make anything out, although she couldn’t escape the sense of forlornness that seemed to emanate from the place in waves.

‘Nothing?’ Connor asked, coming up behind her.

She shook her head and led the way past an untamed holly bush around to the back of the house. ‘It’s hard to tell when anyone was last here,’ she remarked, opening up a black wheelie bin and finding nothing but dirty rainwater inside, ‘presuming no one’s hiding out in the attic or basement, but I’m not feeling it, are you?’

‘Just a tad creeped out and bloody freezing,’ he admitted, zipping up his coat. ‘Was it like this the last time you came?’

‘Not a bit. It was much more … lived in and colourful, but obviously, it was summer then.’ She stopped on a cracked and weed-filled back patio, where half a dozen tubs containing bedraggled plants and undrained water formed a balustrade of sorts between the unfurnished seating area and the long, sloping garden beyond. Things seemed to be growing: onions, parsnips, brown slimy rhubarb leaves, and a small greenhouse on the second tier appeared to be in fairly good nick, as was the rotary washing line: no laundry, just a couple of wet rags and a pair of gardening gloves dangling from plastic pegs.

She turned to gaze up at the back of the house. It seemed taller from this angle, even slightly grander. The back door was locked, and all the windows, curtained and firmly closed, seemed fixed like unblinking eyes over the tops of the trees below.

‘I guess those are the woods that were dug up during the search,’ Connor said, gazing down over the desolate garden to the stream and small wilderness beyond.

Nodding, Cristy found herself caught in the past, listening to the echo of voices shouting, a helicopter roaring overhead, dogs barking, more sirens, radios squawking and someone yelling.

Pulling herself back to the present, she looked around as she said, ‘It’s obvious no one’s here, so let’s do a recording.’

Dumping his heavy shoulder bag onto the wet ground, Connor pulled out a small device and much larger, fur-wrapped mic. ‘Do you want me to kind of interview you,’ he asked, settling his headphones around his neck, ‘or just roll with it?’

Still feeling oddly haunted, she said, ‘Come in where you feel it’s right.’

Moments later, levels checked and mic tilted from the wind, he gave her a cue to begin.

CRISTY: ‘We’re outside number 42 Randall Lane, made infamous twenty years ago by the events believed to have taken place inside. Some of you might remember, but for those of you who don’t, Noah and Abigail Ivorson, eleven-month-old baby twins, disappeared one summer’s day back in 2005.’

She paused, giving herself a moment to get past the images her own words had brought to life: the babies’ sweetly smiling faces and chunky little bodies; their tangles of golden curls and the sound of their laughter, which she’d never heard of course, and yet it seemed to be coming to her now as if they were somewhere nearby, playing hide and seek.

She continued.

CRISTY: ‘Noah’s and Abigail’s bodies have never been found, in spite of extensive searches at the time and heartfelt pleas from the family for someone to come forward if they knew anything.

‘Nicole, their mother, aged only nineteen, was charged with their murder just days after the police were first called in. She was tried at Bristol Crown Court ten months later and found guilty of the crime. She’s now out on parole after serving nearly twenty years of her life sentence.

‘So what happened back in 2005, when those tiny twins vanished? How many of the rumours, half-truths, conspiracy theories and horror stories are actually true? I can tell you that most of us who remember the trial were left on the final day with more questions than answers.

‘Not so the jury. Their guilty verdict was unanimous.

‘So what did they know that the rest of us didn’t? Or were they simply persuaded by a brilliant prosecutor who outclassed the defence on just about every level?’

She stopped again, wanting to get her memories straight, to stop them clashing or falling over one another and stumbling into territory she couldn’t be certain was real or imagined or simply distorted by time. She guessed she wouldn’t know for sure until they’d done the research and brought it all back into the light. Funny how she felt slightly unnerved by that, resistant even, as if the past was going to reveal truths that maybe ought to remain hidden.

CRISTY: ‘Something I’ve long wanted to know was why the prosecution never asked Nicole about the rumours of sacrifice and ritual. There was plenty about it in the news, both before and after the trial: reports of how she had joined a cult that demanded the life of a firstborn child. It was said by some that she, unable to make a choice between the twins, had offered up both.’

Cristy stopped again, as her heart contracted with an inextinguishable sense of horror.

‘Are you OK?’ Connor asked. ‘You’ve gone pale.’

Distractedly, she said, ‘I was pregnant with Hayley when the twins went missing . I didn’t know until after Nicole was sentenced, but the whole thing had a kind of … destabilizing effect on me. I kept thinking about Nicole and wondering if she’d really faced that sort of choice. I started having nightmares about being in her position, having to give up my baby …’ She gave a small, self-conscious laugh. ‘Hormones can make you crazy at the best of times, especially when you’re already spooked by the brutal murder of two innocent little souls.’

‘So you believed in the sacrifice thing?’

She shook her head. ‘I’m not sure what I believed, given what a weird headspace I was in. But nothing was ever found to substantiate the claims, so that’ll be why it never got mentioned in court. The rumours, though …’ She cut herself off and gestured to the mic, ready to begin again.

CRISTY: ‘Nicole always insisted they’d been abducted, and she was taken seriously in the first few days. The trouble was: no one ever came forward to say they’d seen or heard anything to make a case for abduction, and then everyone was thrown off-course by the 7/7 terrorist attacks in London. After that, almost immediately, every force in the country was focusing on the chance of repeat attacks and the hunt for terror suspects. There was hardly any space for anything else, until suddenly we learned that Nicole had been charged with the double murder.’

CONNOR: ‘On what grounds?’

CRISTY: ‘It was the blood, apparently. They said it was everywhere, all over the house, although I think the accounts were exaggerated, quite often by the press, especially the tabloids who like nothing better than a gory story. In the end, it turned out that most of the blood belonged to birds, rodents, all kinds of creatures, but there was also some from one of the twins. That’s when it all really kicked off and the rumours of ritual sacrifice got going.’




CHAPTER FOUR

It was Friday morning, two days after Cristy’s return to 42 Randall Lane for the first time in nearly twenty years. Since leaving the house, she’d experienced a few unsteadying moments when it had felt as though the past was trying to draw her back into a dark and threatening place and hold her there. Of course, it was easily escaped: she had only to remind herself that she was no longer her thirty-year-old self, that she was in fact a very different person today, albeit hormonally challenged for rather different reasons. 

What a joy the run up to fifty was turning out to be. 

Whatever, pregnant or peri-menopausal, it was definitely unsettling to find herself so fixated on the case again.

Right now, she was at her desk in the Hindsight office, a large, high-ceilinged room full of original character at the front of a classically Georgian house a stone’s throw from the SS Great Britain and the busy harbourside. The usual sounds of construction and footsteps on the cobbles just beyond their small car park were muted by the closed sash window – or, more accurately, drowned out by the hammering rain. There was no doubt the bad weather outside made it seem cosy and safe inside, especially with everyone around her.

Clover St Jean, dressed in an electric-pink polo neck that matched half the beads in her lively dreads, was in front of the whiteboard she’d already begun for the Ivorson case, while Jackson Cain, with his trendy ponytail, wispy goatee and gold-rimmed specs was, as usual, stuck into something on his computer. 

Harry and Meena Quinn, the trusted business brains behind the podcast – and Cristy’s dear friends of many years – were seated comfortably on the battered leather sofa as they listened to a playback of the recording Connor had made at number 42 on Wednesday. They were intrigued; she could see that as clearly as she could Meena’s beautiful Indian heritage and Harry’s charming public-school Englishness – and who wouldn’t be when the Ivorson case remained one of the great unsolved mysteries of its time.

As Connor clicked off the recording, Meena’s eyes remained on the whiteboard, where Clove had attached headshots of Nicole, Noah and Abigail Ivorson – the three figures at the centre of it all. Here, Nicole was still only nineteen and was so like a Millais muse, with her luscious, coppery curls and creamy pale skin, that she could surely inspire any artist of any generation. She was a true beauty, with wide, cerulean eyes, a perfect heart-shaped mouth and the look of a child in the process of becoming a woman. 

Her babies, with their erratic caps of golden curls and innocent blue eyes, were as strikingly similar to each other as they were to their mother. In his shot, Noah was full of smiles, showing his sweet little teeth and a dimple in his left cheek. In hers, Abigail was gazing curiously at the camera as if trying to figure out what it was.

Cristy could sense how unsettling Meena was finding it to look at the children, to be reminded all over again of how those tender little souls might have met their end. It had disturbed everyone when these very photos had first been made public, especially after Nicole’s purported attachment to a cult had come to light. And there was no doubt that all the murmurings of evil, demonic practices and curses that had swirled around the case at the time were beginning to resonate again all these years later – not only in the press coverage of Nicole’s parole and the ongoing mystery of what had happened to the twins, but right here in this office.

Turning to Cristy, Meena said, ‘Does Matthew know you’re looking into this case?’

‘What on earth has it got to do with him?’ Cristy replied, startled.

Meena’s eyes were resolute as she put down her coffee. ‘I remember how much it upset you when it was happening, especially around the time Hayley was born and you went through a crazy period of thinking you had to give her up because she was Abigail really and didn’t belong to you.’

Stung and embarrassed, Cristy tried not to notice the others’ curious glances as she cried, ‘That was nearly twenty years ago, and I thought it once, when I was still drugged up after a very difficult birth.’ She was furious with Meena not
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