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Christine Joanna Hart is an investigative psychotherapist and writer with a background in frontline journalism, criminal profiling, and psychotherapeutic training. Her bylines include investigations in The Sunday Times and Daily Mail. Publishing her personal memoir of childhood abuse propelled CJ to Sunday Times bestseller status with Hodder & Stoughton. She has been featured as a guest on BBC World Service, BBC TV, GMTV, and BBC Radio, speaking on topics including childhood trauma and serial murder.
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Praise for C J Hart’s writing. 
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Val Hennessy, Daily Mail. ‘If only Hart had a better editor; we might have the best book ever written about a childhood.

Doug White, reviewer, News of The World – ‘Reminiscent of Silence of the Lambs – hard to put down.’ *****

Jim Dole; editor, Sunday World. ‘This is Lady

Chatterley's Lover, in the shadow of a gunman instead of a Game-Keeper.

Prohibition Magazine

‘An uplifting true story about courage and loneliness, a real page-turner.’ * * * * *

Lancashire Times. A salute to the struggle made by the author throughout her life. This is a perfect guide for anyone suffering from adoption or family problems.’ * * * *

Henry Mc Donald – Observer - Good story throughout, but more Mills and ‘BOOM!’ than Mills and Boon.
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CHRISTOPHER BERRY-DEE, author of Talking with Serial Killers.

A super and rather unusual book. Well written with plenty of personal anecdotes. What appeals to me, as it will anyone with an interest in true crime, is Hart's unique talent in `accessing all areas', specifically getting to interview Kenneth Alessio Bianchi, aka, `The Hillside Strangler'.  She will have her critics, of course, and we all do, but Hart not only talks-the-talk, she walks the-walk, and spent years corresponding with Bianchi before, at great expense, she visited with him at the Washington State Penitentiary, Walla Walla. Having dealt with Bianchi, on a one-one-one basis myself, this serial killer, and master-manipulator is not someone to trifle with.

As the author of a score of books on serial homicide and a media consultant on the subject - two of my books are required reading by students at the FBI's Behavioural Science Unit, Quantico, VA.  

I would say that Hart’s research on serial killers is a must-read, most especially for any student with an interest in the psychology of serial murder. *****

Published in the United Kingdom by Pale Horse Press.

Copyright; Chris J Hart, London, England, 2026.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced by any mechanical, photographic or electronic, or in the form of a phonographic recording nor may it be stored in a retrieval system, transmitted or otherwise copied for public or private use, or misuse.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.
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Chapter One: The Widower. 
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“The rose speaks of love silently, in a language only the heart understands.”

— Unknown
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SOUTH BELFAST. A CITY rinsed with rain and the memory of fire.

Chrissy Hart, 34, psychotherapist, lit her last Marlboro Gold of the night and leaned against the cold granite counter of her kitchen, a single pendant bulb above casting a soft, milky circle of light. 

She held the cigarette in a long black holder, the kind she’d bought from an antique stall on the Lisburn Road to try to bring some atmosphere into her mundane existence. It reminded her of smoky Parisian brothels she’d never visited but imagined vividly.

The kitchen smelt faintly of white paint, lemon disinfectant, and something metallic from the old pipes. She wore a soft green cardigan, frayed at the sleeve, faux ballet slipper pumps with thinning soles, and nothing else beneath the cardigan but a silk camisole the colour of old cream. 

She’d meant to write some more of her unfinished novel today, truly. But the rain.

Rainfall rattled against the wide sash windows like impatient fingers, persistent, cold. It left trails down the panes like tears, and outside the garden blurred into a pool of greys. The old ash tree in the garden was skeletal. It had held onto its leaves like stubborn lovers but now stood bare, accusing the sky. 

A shiver rippled through her and she hugged her favourite green cardigan tighter, glancing up at the gorgeous chandelier she’d hung herself last week: orange iron petals, a stem of tarnished gold, and a cascade of filigree. It looked too lavish for the living room, which still smelt faintly of Farrow and Ball, Indian Yellow paint, but she adored it.  

The house; her rented manor in South Belfast; was far too big for just her. A Victorian relic with ceilings like church vaults, ancient radiators that hissed like gossiping women, and oak floorboards that creaked as though someone were always pacing somewhere just out of view. It was far cheaper than London prices she was so used to; so, she’d signed up for a year with a clause to buy it at the end of the year if she still liked it. 

At night, when the wind howled through the eaves, it whistled as if the house were speaking in a long-dead tongue.  She sometimes imagined ghosts behind the dark wardrobe doors when insomnia hit.

She’d tried to warm the house with brown leather settees, Turkish rugs, an old bookcase filled with true crime and classic novels she loved; The Secret History, The Bell Jar, The Road to Wigan Pier. Still, the place felt like it watched her more than she watched it. A great beast of a house, lonely as she was.  

She sipped her Rioja: deep, dark, and plummy, with the faintest curl of smoke on the tongue. It stained her lips as she wandered from kitchen to hallway. 

She could hear the annoying little dog barking next door again; scrappy little thing with a yap that chipped away at her nerves. She sighed. No man. No child. Just the whine of a neighbour’s mutt and a half-written book about forbidden love.

She’d met a terrorist commander once; in her career as an investigative journalist; in a safe house. Sharp cheekbones, hard blue grey eyes, scars on his knuckles. He’d been polite, enigmatic, and utterly unreachable.  She was fresh from London and a ten-year stetch with the Daily Mail as a true crime investigative reporter.  

When she reached her thirties, it had seemed too much to continue as a newspaper reporter: the ever-present threat of violence.  She wanted to investigate people’s minds!  So, she studied hard, a degree in Psychology and then a Diploma to open her own Psychotherapeutic practice.  

Her home was in St Ives, Cornwall, yet, Ireland felt like a cosy warm place to begin a practice, it was familiar and friendly and she recalled it from her years as a hack.  There was also a mad idea to write a great love story.  Chrissy harboured the belief that all grand love stories were of forbidden love; Wuthering Heights, Sons and Lovers; and so, the idea came to her that she would pen a novel about the forbidden love between an English journalist and an Irish man of terror.  

It was a ridiculous idea of course because the English wouldn’t ever identify with it, but for some reason it stuck in her head as a fantastic commercial enterprise that would lift her out of the endless drudgery of non-stop writing and into a Jackie Collins lifestyle of St Tropez beaches and million-pound yachts parked just off shore. 

Her grand plan hit a sticky wicket; men of terror didn’t have love affairs with journalists. Not unless you wanted to wake up dead. 

But it was that very distance that fascinated her: the lines between ethics and desire, story and reality. She was desperate to write a story that mattered, but it had to be real. She called it method writing.

And so, she’d gone out that rainy lonely Saturday night to the Lisburn Road Club with Pauline and Nadine; her head full of discontent and hopeless dreams of becoming a mix of Agatha Christie and D H Lawrence.  

Soon as she entered the centrally placed nightclub called Madison’s she felt her spirits lift. The bar staff made the best Black Russians in Belfast!  She grinned over at her friends as they stood by the dance floor quaffing Pepsi and Kahlua cocktails.  Both of whom worked in nursing, wore glittery dresses and chewed gum like they were still in secondary school. 

The parochial Belfast night club was smoky, stale with spilt lager and too much Avon perfume. Nothing like the sophistication of London clubs. There were cheesy hits from the early 2000s, a sticky, beer slicked dance floor, and clusters of older men in short-sleeved shirts. She almost laughed.  Until she saw him.  

He was leaning at the end of the bar, navy designer suit crumpled, a crystal-coloured silk tie loosened at his throat. His hair was dark and silky, slicked back like he’d stepped from a 1950s photograph.  He looked like a dream; a man out of a movie; out of a novel written years ago but still sacred.  She felt her breath quicken and her fingers tightened around the cocktail glass.  

His skin was pale, jaw clean and sharp. He wasn’t beautiful: he was arresting. Something devilish flickered around his mouth, and his eyes were the bluest she’d ever seen with a ring of antique yellow gold at the very centre. Not soft blue. Storm blue. Eyes that knew something you didn’t.

She stared at him for far too long and he turned, holding her gaze. She walked straight over.

“Where are you from?” she asked hoping she’d sound friendly rather than interrogational.

He smiled slowly, eyes raking her green cardigan.

“Tyrone.”

Perfect. Her mind whirred. She could see her book opening right there.  First chapter; the wilds of Ireland. 

“I’m writing a book,” she said boldly. 

He lifted one brow. “I could drive you about Tyrone. Show you the wildest glens if you like.”

She laughed. “Are you offering to be my free tour guide?”

“Aye, maybe.  What kind of book is it?”

“A book about forbidden love-making.”

She studied his face, lit golden by the bar’s low lighting. He smelt of oud and musk, with something deeper beneath; dark wood, maybe amber. It caught in her throat. 

There was an imediate and intense physical attraction and they had both drunk cocktails, so flirting was easy. As they danced in the dimly-lit nightclub below the busy bar into the small hours, his hand rested lightly on the small of her back. His body moved with hers like they’d done this before. At one point, he leaned in close, breath warm near her ear. She turned away before their lips touched.

“Not yet,” she whispered completely drunk on the strong cocktails called ‘Black Russians’ yet aware that he was the best-looking man she’d seen in a long time. 

“Robert,” he said, pressing his number into her palm like a relic and insisting he gave her his.  She felt somehow determined to never let him go now she’d found him; there seemed something horrific about that ...and she imagined herself searching for him if she didn’t tie him down and tag him right there and then.

Back in her rented home, she walked barefoot along the hallway, mug of camomile tea and honey in hand. The silence in the big old wooden house pressed against her. 

Upstairs, in her vast bedroom with its muted orange walls and heavy curtains the colour of dried blood, she sat at the edge of the bed, looking out through the rain misted window.  Her ballet pump slippers hung off her feet. 

The wind picked up outside, and somewhere in the pipes, something knocked. She wrapped her green cardigan around her like armour, then stood, lit another cigarette, and whispered to the dark:

“Method writing!  Maybe I feel so strongly about this stranger because he’ll clearly help me get this love story novel written.  He’ll drive me around Tyrone.  He’s drop dead gorgeous and might well be the muse who brings out the best-selling novelist in me!”  

She grinned then suddenly glimpsed herself from a reflection in an antique brass mirror;  she’d become brittle. 

Maybe it was all the years working as a journalist on Fleet Street where it was dog eat dog and men treated you badly. She’d become intensely self-protective; she had barriers of steel around her heart.  

It was ok to think of the dark-haired mystery man as if he was an accessory: a way of getting this novel finally written; after all she had Robert Kirby; a top literary agent telling her she had a skill to write thrillers like no other.  

But what if this dark-haired hunk was something magical; a real chance at love.  Then wouldn't she be able to write an amazing book about a ‘Fifty Shades of Grey,’ type affair with him in the green glens of Ireland anyway!  

As she stared at her reflection, she realised that the idea of experiencing true love absolutely scared the shit out of her.  

She felt extremely old in her mid-thirties, she felt as if she was an old princess still hoping to get married and have the entire thing of kids, a home, normality. 

It felt safe to pretend she didn’t want what every other woman seemed to have gotten so easily got for themselves; it felt safer to reach for the Jackie Collins high life.  

Wouldn’t that make her far superior to other women?

Couldn’t she look down at them and laugh when she achieved the yacht, the billion pounds villa in Los Angeles  and the international best seller made into a movie starring Ben Affleck and Jennifer Lopez!  She gulped some more hot tea and saw a coward staring right back at her.  Other women could risk pain and rejection and she... just couldn’t.  

No, this Robert would be a project.  He would be a means to and end.  And that was why she was excited.
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THE SLOW WINTRY WEEK came and went and he still hadn’t rung.  She was busy thinking about running her fingers through his dark silky hair daily and what it’d smell like on her fingers afterwards. 

“What the fuck anyway!”  She started to Nadine down the phone.  “I had so many black Russians I bet he doesn’t even look anything like I remember. I bet it was all sexual fantasy on my part.”

“Well, I didn’t see him, but you pointed him out to Pauline so she might recall; but then I doubt it: she was drunk out of her mind!”

“Yeah well, she got the wrong guy. I sent her over to ask where he came from.  She got the wrong guy... so I had to go over and do it myself!”

“Sounds like Pauline alright!”

“O’ Nadine!  We don’t meet men we like, do we.  He had this real enigmatic persona; ivory skin, sapphire eyes and this charming connection to deep wild nature.  Something feral I’ve never even seen before in any other man.”  

‘God, you’ve got it bad; mind if I vomit?”

They both shrieked with laughter and suddenly the fact he hadn’t rung didn’t mean the worst because after all she had his number and she’d chase him down if she had to. He was far too special to let just fly away. 
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Chapter Two – Waiting. 
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Lily of the Valley: Associated with the return of happiness, these small, bell-shaped flowers carry the scent of lost mornings and forgotten laughter.

*
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THE GAS FIRE HISSED as it came to life, casting a golden flicker over her brown leather settees, her favourite she’d bought from a shop in Ormeau Road: it had character.  She curled her feet beneath her under a grey furry throw and stared at the half-finished chapter on her laptop screen. 

The Heat of Love.  A working title, but somehow fitting. The kind of title that made people sigh a little before they even turned the first page.  Only... how could she write about love when she’d never, ever fallen into it herself?

Rain ran in silver veins down the tall sash windows. Outside, the January sky was the colour of pewter, thick and lidless, and inside the house, Chrissy pulled on her cardigan, soft from wear, sleeves a little too long, and her ballet slippers made no sound against the creaky wooden floors. The room still smelled faintly of last night’s fish n’ chip supper. 

At night, the house changed; the wind moved through the floorboards and under the doors, whispering like an old friend who had secrets to tell. The high ceilings and cold walls made her feel like she was living in a memory; someone else’s life she had moved into. A woman long dead. Some evenings she swore she heard her sigh.

She lit a candle on the table, cinnamon and clove, and poured herself a glass of red: Château de Berne, a ruby-coloured wine that warmed her chest like velvet. She had meant to write another twenty pages today. Instead, she had only managed one page and wandered the halls barefoot, listening to the annoying little dog bark next door, the radio murmuring old jazz, her thoughts drifting to him: Robert.

Her phone buzzed. Nadine.

Chrissy picked up. “Hey!”

“You writing or brooding?”

“A bit of both.”

There was a pause.

“Catch yourself on,” Nadine ordered. “You’re not going to write a real love story until you’ve been properly, irretrievably in love.”

Chrissy let out a dry laugh. “I know. You’ve to have kissed someone so hard your knees turned to jelly. You’ve to have done stupid things like make love naked in the rain.”

“Exactly! Wuthering Heights. Anna Karenina. All the messed-up ones.”

“I’ve never experienced that,” Chrissy said, curling her knees tighter to her chest. “I’ve never, ever been kissed in the rain, or fought for someone like my life depended on it.”

“Then maybe it’s time you did.”

Chrissy gazed into her glass. “Well, I think the man I met is a someone. Kind of.”

“Kind of?”

“At Madison’s last Saturday.  He looked like...” she hesitated, “like a someone.”

“Oh Jesus, the blue-eyed wonder! The one you were dancing with! He looked like trouble in a suit.”

“He smelled like oud and something woody; like
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