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For Isaac and Alice, always









But for God’s sake, I was a kid; what else could I do but lie?


– Mary Bell in Cries Unheard by Gitta Sereny


Tell Tale Tit, your tongue shall be slit; and all the dogs in town shall have a little bit.


– Nursery rhyme, nineteenth century









PROLOGUE


Sunday, 20 April 1997


The girl is twelve and she is running.


Her feet pound the grass, powered by the twin engines of grief and fear. She does not stop until she reaches the summit of Saltbox Hill.


Below her, the village huddles under the cloak of an impending storm. She bends at the waist, panting and crying, and it is hard to breathe. Across the bruised horizon, she glimpses Hilltop House and her nausea ripens into a darkness she dare not think about.


There are cars, so many cars with blue and white livery and flashing lights, and they snake along the stretch of road between the stuccoed mansion and her own smaller home.


The grown-ups are dead.


The sky trembles with thunder. The girl’s body vibrates with it too. She glances upwards as a lightning arc blanches the clouds. Sporadic drops of rain hit her arms, as if they can’t be bothered, and then harder and faster until she is soaked through.


She starts running again, seeking shelter from the downpour.


An oak tree crowns the hill and it’s there the girl heads, damp seeping into her trainers, deep cuts of sorrow inflaming her heart. In this baptism of rain, she thinks: The sky is grieving too.


The air is sharp with ozone but it is not enough to rid her of the old-penny scent of blood, or the sweet-rot sickliness of the makeshift bedroom downstairs.


The grown-ups are dead.


Her mother.


Mrs Carter.


Dr Carter.


Deader than disco, her father would say, in that deadpan tone of his, and an appalled laugh spills from her.


It is her birthday tomorrow but there will be no celebration. Cards, yes, but of condolence, the first pushed through the letter box at lunchtime. No cake with pink icing, but still-warm lasagnes left on the porch, condensation collecting on their tinfoil lids. She swipes the back of her hand across her eyes and runs harder.


The girl is almost at the tree, spring thickening its leaves, branches spread in welcome. Their faces blink on and off in her memory like the rotating lights of a merry-go-round. Mother. Mrs Carter. Dr Carter. To her twelve-year-old self, their deaths are entwined like brambles, choking everything.


She has told a lie. A big one.


There is no way back from it now.


She pauses to catch her breath, bent in half, hands on knees. Across the valley, two private ambulances pull out of Hilltop House. She watches their slow progress through the village but they are too far away to be anything more than grey smudges on the skyline.


The water sheets off her shoulders, trickles down her neck. Her hair hangs in clumps around her face. She is a handful of footsteps from the tree when the sky lights up again.


The girl lifts her head and watches the shape of lightning against violet clouds. She waits for it to happen again. She is still waiting when a crack opens up above her and a bright bolt strikes the right upper quadrant of her back.


The lightning moves at one-third the speed of light. It haloes her. It scorches the silver necklace at her throat, flashes across her torso, the current scrambling the electrical impulses of her heart. It exits through the soles of her feet, leaving two coin-shaped holes and singe marks on her trainers.


The girl is thrown to the grass, her body smoking, the grumble of thunder in the air.









PART ONE


WHO?
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Thursday, 13 December 2018


In eleven minutes and fourteen seconds, Catherine Allen, who only wants to be ordinary, will be dead.


She doesn’t know it yet. Her face is pressed into the clean sheet she smoothed across their bed that morning, darkness wrapped around her like an old friend. Mouth slightly open. Deep and even breaths.


The snow began to fall at midnight and hasn’t stopped. Four hours later, it covers the square of their front garden, the roof of their boxy cottage and the street outside. A thickness that suffocates the sounds of the night until it is too late to run.


Even then, she can’t be sure what disturbs her. A minute ago, she was asleep, a reprieve from the turmoil of the last few days. Now here she is, jerked into wakefulness like a fish on a hook, eyes wide in the still of their bedroom, the thunder of adrenalin in her veins.


Honor?


She listens to the blackness, for the cries of her twelve-year-old daughter. Honor’s night terrors, a recent affliction, have been known to wake up the rest of the family, but tonight she is quiet.


The tip of Catherine’s nose is cold. The heating went off hours ago and the air tastes of ice. She pulls the duvet over her head. Immediate warmth. The sound of her heartbeat in her ears.


Intruders?


She strains to hear beneath the quickening of her own breath. Some nights, she is convinced of footsteps tracking across the kitchen floor or the whisper of voices in the hallway, but there is never anyone there.


Edward rolls over, dragging the duvet with him. His snoring fills up all the silent spaces, and she nudges him with her foot. He stops snoring and starts grinding his teeth.


She despises that sound, the grating of enamel against itself. She touches his jaw, trying to hold it still. Edward only grinds his teeth when something is on his mind. He’s been doing it a lot lately.


But she’s hardly seen him this week, and when their lives have collided over a late dinner or half an hour’s television, she hasn’t liked to ask why he’s been keeping her at arm’s length.


She knows it isn’t a woman, at least not in that way; even though the years have deepened his boyish good looks into the kind of crumpled attractiveness that makes the school mothers look twice, Edward’s always had strident views on fidelity. But he is short-tempered and secretive with his phone, shutting down the screen whenever she surprises him, staring at her with an expression she cannot place.


Last Thursday night, he lied to her. I’ve been playing squash, love. With Mark from work. But one of the fathers from football saw him getting off the train from London when he was supposed to be on the court.


On her bedside table, the clock clicks forward another minute. Each tiny hair on her arm rises until her skin is stippled with goosebumps.


4.07 a.m.


Even now, that combination of digits has the power to root her in place.


Twenty-one years ago, in another bedroom and another life, a different clock stopped forever at precisely the same time, a web of hairline cracks across its face.


Catherine never speaks about that night. The past is put away now. It will not define her. She tries her best not to think about it, but every now and then it shoves its way in, ugly and unwelcome. The devil’s clock, her mother called it, those hollow hours before dawn when the darkness is full of horrors and sleep will not come.


Her memories unfold like a macabre chain of paper dolls.


The bodies of her parents. A black pool spreading across the carpet. The moon’s reflection in the handle of the scissor blade buried in her father’s neck. Her mother’s limp hand hanging over the bed, pastel-pink varnish on her nails.


Her older sister, pyjamas soaked with blood, blonde hair like a halo, being led away by police.


How she had loved her then.


Catherine closes her eyes and calls up Honor’s face, all braces and apple-red cheeks. Laughing and dancing, making up songs. Warm hands. Wholesome and happy. A talisman to protect them all.


A car door slams outside.


Edward stirs again. Catherine half rises from their bed. In this pretty village on the anonymous edges of an Essex market town, most inhabitants are asleep by ten o’clock.


As she crosses the bedroom to the window, arms wrapped around herself to keep out the cold, a blue light begins to pulse against her floral wallpaper, a neon wash that keeps time with her heartbeat.


With trembling fingers, she nudges the curtains apart, instinct warning her to be discreet.


On the road outside, there is a battalion of parked cars. A knot of figures in hats and gloves are gathered by her gate, their breath coming in smoky gasps. Television cameras. Lights. A babble of voices.


The urgent carousel of a police car’s beacon.


Catherine covers her mouth with her hand. She knows what this means and has prayed every night for more than twelve years – since that first, faint line on her pregnancy test – that it would not come to this. But the events of the last few days prove she’s been stupid to think otherwise.


She pulls on her jeans and a jumper and grabs the packed rucksack she keeps hidden in her wardrobe. Stumbles across the landing into Honor’s bedroom. The night light is on and she glimpses herself in her daughter’s mirror. Mousy hair, brown eyes, not overweight exactly, but a comfortable body. An ordinary thirty-one-year-old woman.


Forgettable.


The girl mumbles something unintelligible. A tear trickles down Catherine’s cheek. She presses her palm against her daughter’s face and feels something inside her break.


‘Wake up, Honor. We have to go now, sweetheart.’


Her daughter kicks out a restless foot and turns towards the wall. Catherine shakes her again, more forcibly this time. When Honor doesn’t react, she tugs at the duvet. ‘It’s time to leave. Come on, love. Get up.’


Mussed-up hair and screwed-up eyes. One pyjama trouser halfway up her leg. A yawn, and through that, a mumble. ‘What’s happening, Mum?’


Someone bangs on the front door.


Time slows. Catherine is aware of each catch of her breath and drum strike of her heart. Edward is awake now too. She can hear him, moving about in their bedroom. Every part of her longs to freeze this moment, to protect her girl from Before and After, and preserve the life she has made for herself and her family. The life she never expected to have.


But while she possesses a great many talents, she is not yet able to stop time.


In one minute and twenty-six seconds, Catherine Allen will be dead.
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Three days earlier – Monday, 10 December 2018


Catherine had never understood that song. She liked Mondays. To her, Mondays meant a new week, and every new week pulled her further from her past.


This Monday had begun in the way they usually did. Catherine had said goodbye to Edward, who was wearing a shirt she had ironed and carrying a leather satchel the right side of stylish. She watched him walk down the narrow lane towards the bus stop that would take him to the station. At the bend in the road, before he disappeared behind the conifers, he would always stop and wave. He had done this for the last twelve years, since Honor was born. But on this particular Monday morning he did not break his stride, but walked on, head bowed into the knifing wind.


Catherine lingered on the doorstep in case he changed his mind, but after a couple of minutes, she realized he wasn’t coming back. The sting of it surprised her. Even so, she boiled milk for porridge and pasted on a smile for her daughter, whose hair was still damp from the shower, resisting the urge to nag her to dry it before she walked the short distance to school in the winter chill.


Honor was quiet that Monday morning, mauve shadows beneath her eyes, rolling blueberries around her spoon but not eating them. Her mobile was on the table and the girl checked it obsessively. Once upon a time, she would have devoured her breakfast, chattering non-stop about the day ahead. Not now. She was changing, hardening, on the cusp of adolescence.


‘Looking forward to the Christmas holidays?’ Catherine smeared redcurrant jam on a croissant, eyes firmly on her plate. Honor did not enjoy scrutiny. It made her clam up.


She sensed rather than saw her daughter’s shrug.


‘I suppose so.’ The ghost of a grin, a flash of her old self. ‘No homework.’


Honor put down her spoon, leaned against the back of her chair and yawned for what felt like a long time. Catherine risked a glance. Her daughter had covered her mouth, but through the gaps between her fingers, her teeth were full of metal. It gave her the appearance of a snarling animal.


‘Tired, love?’ This was a sensitive subject, but the words were out of Catherine’s mouth before she could bite them back.


Another shrug, and a flick of her hair, but when Honor’s eyes met her mother’s, Catherine saw shame in them. ‘Did it happen again?’


‘’Fraid so, but I’m sure you’ll grow out of it soon.’ A concerted attempt at jollity. ‘We can make another appointment with the doc—’


In a burst of petulance, Honor shoved her hands against the edge of the table, cutting short her mother. Catherine’s coffee cup wobbled, but she buttoned down the urge to shout. Her daughter didn’t mean it. At twelve, embarrassment was a powerful driver of behaviour. As God was her witness, Catherine knew all about that.


She stood up and put an arm around Honor’s shoulder. ‘Is there something on your mind, love? You can talk to me about anything, you know. I promise I won’t get cross. The doctor said stress or worry can trigger—’


‘I’m fine.’ Her rebuttal was clipped and impatient. She shook off her mother’s concern and left the kitchen, breakfast uneaten.


Not for the first time, Catherine wondered if lying about her daughter’s nocturnal disturbances might make for a quieter life. But while Honor’s friends were still inviting her for sleepovers and Catherine was persuading her to decline, the girl deserved the facts.


Although she had lied about so many things, Catherine refused to airbrush the truth about what happened to Honor during the night. Protecting her daughter was her primary motivation. She’d been doing it since she was born.


Despite her claims to the contrary, Catherine knew Honor would rather die than risk exposing herself to ridicule by the alpha girls in her class, who were the head-tilting, shiny ponytailed, insincere types. Her mother didn’t blame her. Catherine had extensive experience of her own with girls like that.


Mostly, it began with the scratching. Honor would claw at her arms, dragging her nails down her skin, marking it with chalky tramlines that reddened into welts.


Catherine, a light sleeper, would catch the creak of Honor’s bed as her scratching intensified and she thrashed around, throwing out her arms and kicking against her covers.


Sometimes, Honor would scream, a primordial expression of fear that was dragged from a secret place inside her, a sound that belonged in the past, to long-dead ancestors clad in animal pelts, cornered by their nightmares while hunting in the dark.


Sometimes, she would whisper.


This whispering frightened Catherine more than the screaming. She would slip from her own bed and stumble down the hallway to her daughter’s room, unease crawling across the nape of her neck. She knew what she would find when she opened Honor’s door. The girl pressed into her pillows, blonde hair spread around her shoulders, eyes fixed on a distant corner of the wall.


While her mumbling was incoherent, her daughter’s body language was not. Arms stiffened into sticks, the cords of her neck pronounced above her collar bone, panic carved into the planes of her body.


Catherine would smooth back her daughter’s fringe and settle her back into bed, waiting until the shadows left her and she softened into sleep.


In the morning, Honor would have no memory of it, but the sight of her daughter’s distress would linger with Catherine through the daylight hours, the winter sun too weak to banish her sense of dread.


The front door slammed, shaking a picture of the Allen family that hung on the wall. Honor had left for school without saying goodbye.


Catherine hurried into the hallway, a dirty porridge bowl in each hand, even though it was too late. ‘Have a good day, love,’ she said softly.


With husband and daughter gone, the house settled into morning quietude.


As soon as the breakfast dishes were cleared away, Catherine switched on her computer and logged on to her share-dealing platform, checking the performance of her stocks and shares.


She was later than usual, unlike those early-bird suits in the City, who exchanged family life for the pursuit of money. Although she had never been a trader in the salaried sense of the word, she had taught herself, dabbling in small sums of money at first, making a profit here and there.


Nothing had surprised her more than discovering she had a gift for it, an instinct for the markets that allowed her to support herself and contribute to the family finances. Getting a job which involved keeping her past a secret had always seemed like scaling an unconquered mountain. Thank God she didn’t have to.


She pecked at the keys, relishing the pockets of drama played out through the rise and fall in share prices, the buying and selling, the mistakes and triumphs. About half past ten, chilled from sitting still at the kitchen table, she stopped work to go outside and fill up the basket from the log store.


It was snowing, the first of the season. The flakes settled on her eyelashes and her hair, and on the cashmere wrap she had draped around her shoulders. She drew in lungfuls of cold air and its sharpness filled her up. From her garden, which overlooked Coggsbridge’s narrow main street, she could see the fluorescent lights of the butcher’s, a stick figure carrying a shopping bag, head bowed, and a bobble-hatted toddler, face raised in wonder to the sky.


When Honor was born, a sun rising over the dark valley of Catherine’s teenage years, moving to this village, which reminded her so much of her childhood home, had allowed her to start again.


Back inside, she set the basket next to the wood burner, logs damp with melting snow. A spider ran across the bark and she recoiled, dropping the hearth brush. Mostly, she did not mind the silence, but in that moment, the house felt lonely. On impulse, she reached for the remote control on the coffee table and switched on the television.


A magazine-style show was broadcasting, the presenters full of sunshine smiles. She wondered what it felt like to be on the inside, burnished with the gleam of success and belonging. A famous chef was talking about home-made mince pies and cooking for family. Bright studio lights. Puffs of icing sugar. Laughter. In contrast, the sitting room had darkened in the shadow of snow clouds, the faces in the photographs on the mantelpiece blurring into grey.


Catherine opened the door to the wood burner and built a lattice of kindling over the grate. She unwrapped a firelighter and tucked it between the sticks, the kerosene fumes making her cough. She was concentrating on what she was doing, only half an ear on the television.


The tempo of the programme changed to the strains of the ITV morning news bulletin. Catherine fumbled with the matches and dragged one across the box’s striking surface. It flared into life. As she leaned forward to throw it into the stove, the newscaster began to read the headlines.


Catherine’s back was to the screen, and, at first, the words didn’t penetrate. But as the man’s voice echoed around the room, she froze, mid-breath, an animal caught in a hunter’s cross hairs.


The delivery of each sentence was crisp and precise and dispassionate. Catherine did not move, could not. But inside, her body betrayed her. Blood charged through her veins, flushing her face and filling her ears with a roaring sound that drowned out the television. She felt her heart crashing in her chest, a sensation of light-headedness. Her mouth was dry. The chill from the room crept under her skin and into the marrow of her bones.


Her life – the ordinary, dull, precious life she had fought so hard to build – tilted sideways.


But still Catherine could not move, not even when the match she was holding burned down to its nub, blistering the skin of her thumb.
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My name is Brinley Booth. When I was twelve, I was struck by lightning.


Aunt Peg insists it was God’s doing, that he fired a thunderbolt at me for telling a lie. I thought it was because I’d been stupid enough to stand under the oak tree at the top of Saltbox Hill, but she’s said it so many times over the years I’m almost convinced she’s right.


Mind you, Aunt Peg blames God for everything. For allowing my useless lump of a father to run off with Maureen Connolly. For giving Mum a tumour that ate up her insides. For making my thighs rub together when I walk. How can God be responsible for how many biscuits I eat? Everyone worries about me being fat. Except me. I worry about running out of Ginger Nuts.


Being struck by lightning doesn’t smell like roast pork cooking, before you ask. And everyone does. Instead, I steamed like a pudding in a pot, electricity vaporizing the rain on my skin, and the sweat on my nearly teenaged body. My ears filled with ringing bells, my body engulfed in a halo of white. Mum’s necklace was so hot it burned my neck, although I can’t remember much more than that. I do know it felt like being thumped on the back.


Ah, yes, my back.


Always a talking point. Because the lightning gave me a gift. A scar in the shape of a tree, pale branches spreading up my spine and across my shoulder blades, fern-like fronds curling around my neck. The delicate fractal patterns of a Lichtenberg figure, otherwise known as a lightning tree. Google it, if you don’t believe me.


It happened a day before my thirteenth birthday. Lucky for some, you might say. I’d survived, hadn’t I? The newspapers called me a ‘walking miracle’. If only they’d known the truth. I’d wanted to die, just like my mother.


The bolt – a direct strike – discharged millions of volts into my body, bursting dozens of blood vessels and stopping my heart. Death was much closer than I’d realized before. For months, I checked the weather forecast twice a day and ran up Saltbox Hill whenever it rained. But the odds of a second strike were one in nine million.


It never happened again.


For many victims, the lightning tree disappears within hours. Not me. With my colouring, the branches left a permanent imprint on my skin, covering a third of my back. But as the years rolled on and my scars faded, so did the memories. Now weeks can pass and I barely give it a second thought.


Except today. Something happened this morning that brought back that moment on Saltbox Hill when the sky cleaved apart, like my childhood. As I dip fat chips into the runny egg yolks Aunt Peg has cooked – I go home for lunch every Monday, deadlines permitting – I mull it over, a tremor in my fingers.


I was in the newsroom, writing up a story for tomorrow’s paper about a woman who saw the face of Elvis in her potato. Yes, I know. But this was penance for a previous indiscretion that almost cost me my job.


Technically, it wasn’t my fault. A freelancer overheard me talking about my off-the-record conversation with a famous actor’s publicist, who insisted his client would rather ‘eat his wig’ than appear in a film with his ex-wife.


And it was definitely not my fault that same freelancer sold the details of my private conversation to a rival newspaper, who used it in their diary column.


The publicist shouted at me for five minutes and is now refusing to speak to anyone at our paper. That is my fault, apparently, and the potato-face story is my punishment.


Not that I expect anything more. Colin, the news editor, has never warmed to me. He’s that type. His eyes glaze over when I speak. Every time I suggest an idea, he sucks his teeth and says, ‘No, Brinley. That won’t work for our readers.’ I can’t decide if it’s because I’m younger than him, overweight or a woman. Probably all three.


Anyway, I was in the office, and had just typed this Pulitzer Prize-winning line:




An Elvis fan has made a spud-tacular discovery during her weekly shop.





My desk is midway down the newsroom and tucked out of sight of Colin. This might sound like a boring and irrelevant detail, but it’s not. Because my desk is next to a television.


Sky News runs on a permanent loop with the sound turned down, so I don’t hear it at first. But when I take a break to relieve the tedium of potato-based puns and buy a coffee from the canteen, a headline catches my eye.




HILLTOP HOUSE MURDERS





I stand completely still. The words blur. I blink and refocus. A ticker is running along the bottom of the screen and I follow its progress.




EXCLUSIVE: DO CHILDREN WHO KILL DESERVE OUR FORGIVENESS? SHANNON CARTER GIVES FIRST TV INTERVIEW TO MARK 21ST ANNIVERSARY OF ‘ANGEL OF DEATH’ MURDERS





A woman’s face fills the screen.


My blood pressure drops. A swoop of dizziness loosens my knees and pricks at my skin, and I can’t breathe. I can’t do anything except watch the way her mouth moves and the fluttering of her hands in her lap.


‘Budge out of the way,’ says Lawrie Hudson, the chief reporter, coming up behind me. ‘Boss wants an exclusive on this.’ He reaches for the remote control and turns up the volume.


It’s been twenty-one years since I’ve seen Shannon Carter. Seven thousand, nine hundred and five days since she was led by the police from Hilltop House in blood-stiffened pyjamas, a rusty streak across her cheekbone, white-blonde hair matted with clots.


An angel touched by death.


Dr Richard Carter and his wife, Pamela. Asleep in their bedroom. Stabbed fourteen times with a pair of scissors in a frenzied and brutal attack by their daughter.


Their bedroom had white curtains and white wallpaper. It had wardrobes with sliding glass doors and artex swirls across the ceiling. A sheepskin rug and a lava lamp.


I had played hide-and-seek in that bedroom. I had teetered around in Mrs Carter’s too-big high heels and fur coat when I was ten. I had sat at the dressing table, patting powder on my face and spraying perfume on my wrists.


I knew that bedroom – that house – as well as my own. Because I had lived next door to them since Shannon was born, and their killer was my friend.











You’re probably going to ignore this. Don’t worry, I understand. Please don’t feel bad. After all, I’m just a stranger on the internet. My mother always told me not to talk to strangers. I expect yours is the same.


Perhaps it will make things easier if I tell you a little about myself. Then we won’t be strangers anymore. My favourite flowers are daffodils, my favourite season, spring. Music, the smell of rain on warm tarmac, the buzz of the city, the peace of the countryside, I love them all.


You don’t have to reply, of course. You probably won’t. But I’ve got the oddest feeling this could be the beginning of something important for us both.
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Catherine ran her blistered thumb under the cold tap, but already the skin was puckering and filling with fluid.


A fragment of memory pierced her. Her mother, leaning against their kitchen sink, the sound of water drumming against stainless steel. Christmas Day, 1996. The last Christmas.


Giggly on her third peach schnapps and lemonade, Pamela Carter had been taking the turkey out of the oven when she lost her balance in her new fluffy mules, tipping scalding fat over her forearm.


Catherine’s older sister Shannon had screamed, alerting their father. Richard, in shirt and tie, had sworn at the sight of his Christmas dinner on the kitchen floor. Even though he was a doctor, he had, as punishment, refused to dress the wound. The blister had been yellow and oozy and left a scar.


Catherine pressed down on her own blister to dispel the image of her mother. Permed hair and lipstick. Foundation that left orange streaks across her neck. Circles of blusher that reminded her of a clown.


She did not want to think about Pamela or Richard or Shannon. Why on earth had her sister agreed to be interviewed by those documentary makers? Had she not considered the effect on Catherine of any of this?


It was an unspoken pact, but both sisters had always shied away from the limelight, the heat of media scrutiny. Deliberately dragging their tragedy back into the headlines was self-flagellation of the worst kind.


Once upon a time, she had loved Shannon with everything she had. Catherine had been the calm, capable one while Shannon, although eighteen months older, was fragile and sensitive, the more childlike of the two.


It was Catherine who’d stood up to their father when he’d forced Shannon to eat her dinner from a dog bowl, receiving a slap across the face for insubordination.


When they had scratched one of Dr Carter’s records by accidentally dragging the stylus across the vinyl, it was Catherine who’d scrubbed the bathroom tiles with her toothbrush, shouldering her sister’s share of the punishment as well as her own while Shannon had wept in the corner.


When Shannon had crept into her sister’s bed for comfort, it was Catherine who had rubbed her back, wiped away her tears and dreamed up grandiose plans for their escape.


She hadn’t seen Shannon since the last day of the court hearing, a bitterly cold afternoon in December 1997. Catherine had been wearing her school uniform, and couldn’t remember much about that time except the constant fidgeting and the look of remorse on her older sister’s face when the guilty verdict was returned.


Her memories of family life before the murders had become faded, like a blanket that had been washed over and over again until the colour had disappeared and the edges were frayed, no scrap of comfort left in its thin folds. She had her own family now. That was enough.


Catherine turned off the tap. Her thumb stung, a physical pain rather than low-level anxiety, her constant companion. She welcomed the distraction.


From the kitchen window, she could see her back garden. The snow had covered the grass and the roof of the summerhouse, and was falling steadily. If it carried on at this rate, there would be a couple of inches by lunchtime. She wondered if they would close Honor’s school. It didn’t take much these days.


The telephone in the hallway began to ring. A brusque sound, it startled her. Nobody used the landline these days except cold callers. She had meant to cancel it but had never got round to it.


‘Hello?’


‘Mrs Allen?’


‘Yes, that’s me.’


‘I’m calling from the office at Sweetwood.’


She recognized the voice. How strange that a moment ago she was thinking of Honor’s school, and here was one of the receptionists, Mrs Samuels, on the other end of the line.


‘Is Honor unwell today, Mrs Allen?’


Even though she knew the answer, Catherine paused, as if the break in time might alter the implication of that question.


‘No, she’s – I mean, she was fine at breakfast.’


‘It’s just that she hasn’t registered this morning and we wanted to confirm the reason for her absence.’


Catherine’s stomach performed a slow-motion roll. At once, a series of scenarios began to play out in her mind, each more devastating than the last. Truancy. A hit and run. Abduction by a stranger in a car. With her family history, catastrophizing was second nature.


‘She left home at her usual time.’ Catherine’s fingers tightened around the receiver. ‘She’s never missed school before. Something must have happened.’


‘Perhaps she had an appointment she didn’t tell you about.’


‘She’s twelve,’ said Catherine. ‘She doesn’t have appointments I don’t know about.’


But a fissure of doubt opened up.


‘Well, you might want to give her a call on her mobile,’ said Mrs Samuels briskly. ‘The forecast is for more snow. Mr Lexden is thinking about sending pupils home at lunchtime. I’d hate her to turn up when everyone else has left, especially in this weather. Please do let us know if you track her down.’


The nerve above Catherine’s lip began to twitch. It did that when she was stressed. She pressed the tip of her finger to it until the spasm stopped and tried to formulate a plan.


She checked her mobile to see if Honor had texted or tried to call, but there was nothing except a junk email about final ordering dates for Christmas hampers.


When she tried her daughter’s phone, it went straight to voicemail.


The kitchen was colder now, shadows pushing out the light. The snow was like torn feathers falling from the sky. Catherine hesitated, and lifted her car keys from the hook. She slipped on her leather gloves and wrapped a scarf around her neck.


Then she stepped outside into the white world.


The streets of Coggsbridge were almost empty, most of the early-morning shoppers seeking shelter from the weather. With its timber-framed houses and old bridge crossing the River Blackwater, the village looked Christmas-card quaint in the snow.


Catherine drove carefully along the route that Honor took to school. The thought of getting stuck terrified her, but not as much as not knowing what had happened to her daughter.


Snowflakes settled on the windscreen, the wipers a beat too slow to fully clear them. Honor had been born on a twilight December afternoon so cold the hoar frost had lasted all day. This morning’s air had the same taste of winter about it.


As Catherine scanned the streets for a slight figure in a mulberry-coloured coat, she told herself Honor would be fine. Perhaps she had been held up for an unexpected reason and missed registration, slipping past the receptionists and straight into class. She was probably in one of the science labs or the art studio, unaware of everyone’s concern.


Her eyes flicked from the road to her phone on the passenger seat, but it remained silent. ‘Come on, Honor. Where are you?’ Her muttering sounded too loud in the car.


By now, the snow was falling so thickly it had blanketed the asphalt, the trees and the tiled roofs of the houses. It had the odd effect of muffling the sound of the engine.


At the school, the playground and fields were empty. Catherine checked her watch. Less than an hour until lunchtime. Everywhere was colourless, the sky and the air filled with relentless frozen eddies.


She drove on, through the back roads this time, the fields blank and accusing. A pheasant ran across the whitened earth and burst upwards, startled by an unseen enemy. Its gold and green plumage and distinctive red wattle reminded her of festive wrappings. But there was no splash of mulberry, no discarded school bag or slender figure trudging through the snow.


Twenty minutes later, when there was still no sign of her daughter and her tyres were beginning to stick, Catherine turned the car around and headed home.


The house was freezing, and so Catherine relit the fire and boiled the kettle for tea. She would give it until two o’clock and then she would call the police.


She wondered how long it would take them to discover the brutal truth about her family history and if they would agree to keep it from her husband and daughter.


Catherine cradled her mug and watched the flames lick the glass of the log burner. Having a daughter had always been a risk. A son might have been different. Provided some distance. But in Honor, she glimpsed the shadows of her own childhood, the parts of herself – and her older sister – she despised. She found herself wondering if an instinct to kill was hereditary, woven into one’s DNA, like eye colour or height.


A petal from the poinsettia plant on the coffee table fell, landing on the glass like a splash of blood. She breathed deeply. One. Two. Three. Four. Counting, her old strategy.


Once – and only once – had she come close to telling Edward everything. Honor had been no older than a month or two. Catherine had been so young herself, nineteen and exhausted, wrung out by a colicky baby who never seemed to sleep. Edward had taken the day off work, sent his wife of three months to bed and taken over, changing nappies and organizing bottles.


At twenty-seven, he had matured into a thoughtful young man. She had seen a different side to her new husband, his face lit with love for them both. How glorious it had been to hand over the responsibility of their daughter for a few hours. How grateful to him she had felt. Having Honor had deepened their relationship in ways that had surprised her. So tempting, then, to imagine the relief of unburdening the horrors of her past onto his shoulders.


When she had woken up, the house was silent. She had gone downstairs and Edward was dozing on the sofa, Honor nestled into his chest.


She had watched him sleep, peace settled into the lines of his face, and she knew then that she would never tell him about the murder of her parents. It would do nothing to lighten her load. All it would mean is that he would carry it too – and its weight was heavy. Too heavy. The pressure might break her precious new family of three, and she couldn’t risk that.


As far as Edward and Honor were concerned, her parents and sister had died in a house fire. All photographs, all belongings, had burned with them. No culprit was ever found. She had told the lie so many times she almost believed it herself. Her husband accepted – with reluctance – that she did not wish to talk about it.


Twelve years ago, in that giddy flush of new love, when they were still unwrapping each other’s truths, he had peppered her with questions, probing her tragedy with gentle but insistent fingers: in the corner of the sticky-floored basement club where they’d danced with each other that first night, eyes catching like silk on roughened wood; over the guitar riffs of a band they’d both loved, sipping pints, bodies pressed up close against the bar; amongst tangled sheets in a suite he’d booked for her nineteenth birthday, her first stay in a hotel and the night their daughter was conceived.


But his concerned interest had the opposite effect. Catherine, finding her way in the world as an adult, shut down and refused to talk about it, preferring to lose herself in the visceral pleasures of sex instead of confronting the brutalities of her personal history. This baffled Edward, who had risen rapidly to become the chief executive of an environmental charity and was used to persuading others to behave as he wished, albeit in a charming way. But because he was also a sensitive man, he had learned, over time, not to push her. For that, she was grateful. The past was a distant place, peopled by strangers, and she no longer visited it.


A log shifted in the burner and the creaking sound of fire brought her back to herself. She put her mug of cold tea on the table.


Less than a week, that was all. The documentary would be screened on Thursday night. A day or two of newspaper headlines. And then the Hilltop House murders would slip back into the shadows and she could breathe again. Edward and Honor need never find out.


A jingle of metal, as familiar as home, followed by the click of a key turning in the front door broke apart the silence. Catherine leaped from her chair but forced herself to walk, not run, down the hallway.


A mulberry-coloured coat. Shiny blonde hair. The thump of a school bag against polished wood. Tiny puddles of melting snowflakes.


‘Hi, Mum.’


‘Where have you been?’ Catherine spoke with a quiet control, but there was steel in her words.


Honor’s laugh was louder than usual. ‘At school. Where else?’ She turned her back on her mother, hanging her damp coat on the hook. ‘I mean, I was a bit late, but who can blame me when it’s double maths?’ She laughed again and unwound her scarf. ‘They’ve sent us home. Mr Lexden says the snow’s getting too bad and it’s a health and safety issue.’


A fork in the road.


Catherine could confront her daughter. Explain about the phone call from the school office and unleash the full force of her temper. Or she could let it go for now. Savour the peace. Give Honor the benefit of the doubt while maintaining a watchful eye over her.


‘Can I have a cup of tea, Mum? I’m freezing.’


And just like that, the moment passed. Catherine surprised herself by letting it.


Later, when Catherine was preparing dinner, she sent Honor into the garden to break the ice on the bird bath. As she peeled potatoes, her gaze landed on her daughter’s phone. She had always impressed upon Honor the price of ownership was allowing Catherine to check it at any time.


She washed her hands and dried them on a tea towel. The phone felt warm and she wondered what secrets it held. Before she could find out, Honor was opening the back door into the kitchen, smelling of cold, her cheeks pink. Catherine slid the phone back onto the worktop. Benefit of the doubt.


‘It’s still snowing and I slipped on the steps,’ said Honor, rubbing her hip. A crust of ice decorated her gloves and the back of her coat.


‘Give them to me,’ said Catherine. ‘I’ll pop them in the airing cupboard to dry.’ She was rewarded with a smile and a fierce hug. She hugged her daughter back, breathing in the smell of her apple shampoo, enjoying their closeness, and decided she’d been too suspicious. Punctuality had never been Honor’s strong point. She’d been late to school, that was all.


As she stood on the upstairs landing, she heard Honor go into the sitting room and switch on the television. She pictured her daughter curled on the sofa, a blanket across her knees.


The sky was darkening, light bleeding from the day. Out of the window, she watched a street lamp come on, a waterfall of snow captured in its muted colours. The rich smell of casserole filled the house and Christmas was on its way. Catherine was struck by a pang of contentment, despite the morning’s events.


She laid her daughter’s gloves across the boiler and found a hanger for her coat. She slipped a hand into its pocket, seeking out other damp belongings that might need drying. Her fingers closed around a scrap of paper.


She scanned it. Closed her eyes. Read it again.


A bus ticket to Halstead, a town about nine miles away. Bought at 8.47 a.m. that morning. A child’s return.











Thank you for your message. I didn’t expect you to reply so quickly (or at all) but I’m so glad you did. You asked what prompted me to get in touch. Your name, I think. It’s been such a long time since I’ve heard it – so pretty, but unusual, wouldn’t you say? – and it reminded me of another time in my life. A dark and painful time, if I’m being honest.


Chinese food and puppies! What’s not to love? How wonderful to learn your favourite Shakespeare play is Much Ado About Nothing. Excellent taste – it’s one of my favourites too. Full of secrets and hoaxes, the ultimate sleight of hand. Do you think everyone has secrets? I do. There’s a delicious thrill in holding close a scrap of knowledge that no one else shares, a power to it. I’d forgotten about it until now but when we were younger, we had a secret code, a method of communicating that only we knew about.


Never underestimate the importance of holding back a little something for yourself. The currency of secrets is more valuable than anything else, even money.
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It takes eight minutes to get from Aunt Peg’s flat to Canary Wharf on the Docklands Light Railway, but longer in the snow.


By the time I get back to the office, I’m so late I walk the long way around and slip in past the digital team instead of the news desk. Erdman, the new foreign correspondent, raises a hand and calls out a greeting, but I frown at him, and he lets it drop. Too late, though. Colin has spotted me. He strides across the newsroom floor, twirling a biro like he’s Billy the Kid.


‘Brinley Booth, where the fuck have you been? That wasn’t a lunch break, it was a piss-take.’ He points the biro at me and pretends to shoot.


‘I was meeting a contact.’ I nod towards the large windows overlooking the Isle of Dogs, which frame the falling snow. ‘It took longer than I thought.’ The lie comes easily but I don’t feel bad. Colin is an obnoxious bully.


‘Well, I hope you got a bloody good story.’


‘Of course.’ I smile, full of sweetness and deceit and Aunt Peg’s egg and chips. ‘I just need to make a few calls.’ And then, the clincher. ‘You’ll love it, Colin. It’s a biggie. Fingers crossed I can stand it up.’


He grunts, pacified for now. I’ll need to come up with something decent, though. It’s been a while since I’ve had an exclusive worthy of the front page and Colin won’t let this drop. He’s got the memory of an elephant.


‘Get back to work, then,’ he says, making a shooing gesture. ‘And give Lawrie a hand when you’ve finished, will you?’


Lawrie is on the telephone when I slide into my seat, but he raises an eyebrow at me and fakes a yawn, so I know it’s not important.


Someone has stuck a Post-it note to my computer screen. A scribbled name and number. I don’t know who it is. It’s either a) a complaint b) a story so dull it will never see the light of day, or c) an elderly reader who just wants to chat. The best tip-offs from the public usually come through the news desk, handed out, like sweets, to favoured reporters. I remove my notepad from my bag and place it on the desk.


Lawrie puts down the receiver and tugs at his fringe. ‘That’s five minutes of my life I’m never going to get back.’


‘Waste of time?’


He doesn’t answer, distracted by the ping of an incoming email. ‘Is everything OK?’ I pose the question, not because I don’t know the answer, but because I can see it isn’t, I like Lawrie and Colin has told me to help.


‘The editor wants to splash on the Hilltop House murders tomorrow’ – my breath catches in my throat at the mention of this spectre from my childhood – ‘and I need a top line.’


A top line. Stupid phrase, isn’t it? But it’s exactly what it says on the tin. The killer angle. The exclusive. The opening sentence of the story that will persuade readers to buy our newspaper above all others, especially our tabloid rivals.


I imagine the shock on Lawrie’s face when I tell him that I lived next door to the Carter family; that arterial blood is bright red and venous blood is darkly rich, like wine; that Shannon Carter – the tearful star of this headline-making documentary – wasn’t wearing any shoes when the police led her away and she left bloody footprints on the pavement. That a killer isn’t always who you think she is.


But instead I grimace and express my solidarity. ‘Nightmare.’


Lawrie runs his hand through his hair again. It sticks up and makes him seem younger than he is. I wonder if this is what he looks like when he wakes up in the morning and then I push the thought away with both hands. As if that’s going to happen.


Embarrassing as it is to admit – I’m thirty-three years old, for God’s sake – I’ve never spent the night with a man. Quick and perfunctory sex, yes. Actual long-term relationship, no. It’s not that I don’t want to meet someone. But I don’t like showing my scars, inside and out. I prefer the dark corners of alleyways or a stranger’s car, where I can keep my shirt on and the pain of my past to myself. Anyway, Lawrie has a girlfriend and she’s beautiful, and that is the end of that.


‘Have you asked the ITV press office for some exclusive footage?’ It’s an obvious avenue, but perhaps, amid the hectic pace of the news day, it hasn’t occurred to him.


‘Done that. They’ve refused.’ He sucks on his pen. ‘Apparently, they want to keep the story running all week, so they’re releasing fresh extracts of the interview every day, to whet the public’s appetite. They’re going after the biggest slice of audience share when it’s screened on Thursday night.’


‘What about the family?’


Lawrie shrugs. ‘Not much left. I’ve been trying to find a cousin or an aunt, but no joy so far.’


‘Shannon Carter?’


‘They’ll have tied her in to an exclusive deal.’


‘Her sister?’


Lawrie gives me a look. ‘No one knows where she is. And she’s never spoken to the media. Not a single interview. Mind you, that would be one hell of an exclusive.’ He takes a cigarette paper from his jacket, fills it with tobacco, rolls it, sniffs it and slides it behind his ear. Then he picks up the phone again.


I busy myself by typing Shannon Carter and Carter sisters into the library system and calling up all the news stories they’ve been mentioned in since our computerized archive began twenty-two years ago.


Lawrie looks exhausted. I’d like to help him. It’s my job, after all. To find stories and put them in the paper. But I can’t bring myself to mention it. Colin would force me to write a feature brimming with tabloid clichés about living next door to a House of Horrors. I can see it now.


Headline: MY FRIEND, THE KILLER. Subhead: From schoolgirl to slaughterer.
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