


[image: image]






Praise for the Kate Marshall series

‘A narrative that is never less than throat-grabbing … Bryndza knows how to keep the pages – and your stomach – turning’

The Times

‘Taut, atmospheric and spooky, Shadow Sands is truly chilling’

JP Delaney, author of The Perfect Wife

‘A cracking thriller from a rising star in British crime fiction’

Irish Independent

‘A spine-tingling thriller from the master of suspense’

M.J. Arlidge, author of Eeny Meeny

‘Bryndza is my type of author … Twisty, dark and layered with a protagonist you root for from page one’

M.W. Craven, author of The Puppet Show

‘It is impossible not to root for the fesity, flawed Kate’

Daily Mail

‘Fast-paced, full of well fleshed-out characters … We look forward to seeing more of Kate Marshall’

Crime Time

‘So chilling, with truly terrifying characters and a hard-hitting storyline that kept me gripped from start to finish’

Rachel Abbott, author of And So It Begins




Also by Robert Bryndza

KATE MARSHALL SERIES

Nine Elms

Shadow Sands

    Devil's Way

    The Lost Victim

ERIKA FOSTER SERIES

The Girl in the Ice

The Night Stalker

Dark Water

Last Breath

Cold Blood

Deadly Secrets

COCO PINCHARD SERIES

The Not So Secret Emails of Coco Pinchard

Coco Pinchard’s Big Fat Tipsy Wedding

Coco Pinchard, the Consequences of Love and Sex

A Very Coco Christmas

Coco Pinchard’s Must-Have Toy Story

STANDALONE ROMANTIC COMEDY

Miss Wrong and Mr Right




Copyright

Published by Sphere

ISBN: 978-0-7515-7279-7

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © Raven Street Ltd 2021

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Sphere

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Contents

Praise for the Kate Marshall series

Also by Robert Bryndza

Copyright

Dedication

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Epilogue

Author’s Letter

Acknowledgements

About the Author




For Nanna May




PROLOGUE

Saturday, September 7, 2002

Joanna Duncan stepped out of the office building and crossed the road with her head down against the rain. The rain was good, thought the man watching her from inside the car. People saw less with their heads down and umbrellas up.

Joanna was moving fast, marching up towards the old Deansgate multistorey car park. She was petite with wavy shoulder-length blonde hair and strong, almost gnomic features, but Joanna was far from ugly. She had an earthy warrior-goddess beauty and wore a long black coat and brown leather cowboy boots. He waited for a bus to pass and pulled out of his parking space. The bus left a spray of dirty water in its wake, and for a moment he lost sight of Joanna. He put on the windscreen wipers. She was close to the bus stop, where a line of people waited.

At five thirty p.m., things were winding down, shops were getting ready to close, and people were clearing out and going home. The bus reached the stop and pulled over. Just as Joanna crossed behind it, he accelerated past, using the bus to shield him.

The grey breeze-block car park would be demolished in a few months, and Joanna was one of the last people who parked her car there. It was close to the office where she worked, and she was stubborn. This stubbornness helped realise his plan.

As he turned right into the car park entrance, he saw Joanna was just passing the bus. The car ramp twisted and turned, and he arrived, giddy from driving up in circles, on the third floor. Joanna’s blue Ford Sierra was the only car on the level, parked in the middle of an empty row. The interior of the car park was dimly lit, and at intervals there were rough, wide windows open to the elements. In the fading light, a faint spray of rain was coming in and darkening the already-damp concrete.

He parked his car in the space to the left of the lift shaft and the stairwell. The lifts didn’t work, so she would take the stairs. He switched off the engine and got out, hurrying over to one of the windows looking down on the high street. He saw the top of her head as she crossed the road to enter the car park. He hurried back to the car, leaned inside, and popped open the boot. He took out a small thick black plastic bag.

She was fast, because he’d barely prepared the bag when he heard the scuff of her shoes in the stairwell. This felt messy, and he was having to think on his feet. He positioned himself by the entrance to the stairwell. As soon as Joanna reached the top and stepped out, he slipped the bag over her head, yanked her backward, and used the handles to pull the plastic tight around her neck.

Joanna cried out and staggered on her feet, dropping the large handbag she carried. He pulled the bag tighter. The plastic sat flush over her skull and bulged at the mouth and nose as she fought to breathe.

Gripping her hair and the plastic bag together, he pulled tighter, and she gave a strangulated moan.

A cold breeze came through the windows, and he felt a spray of rain on his eyes. Joanna flailed and gagged, trying to scrabble at the thick plastic. He was much taller, but it took all his effort to keep hold and not overbalance.

It always amazed him how long it took for a person to suffocate. The will to live was too time consuming for TV dramas. After the first minute of fruitless clawing at the slick plastic covering her head, Joanna got clever, and she started to attack, landing two good punches to his ribs and aiming a kick towards the groin, which he managed to dodge.

He was sweating with exertion as he took one hand off the plastic, reached round, and grabbed her throat, lifting her clean off the concrete so the bag became a noose, quickening her death.

Joanna kicked in the air, then gave a terrible rattling moan, as if she were winding down. With a final shudder, she was still. She dangled in his grip for a moment, and then he let go. Her body hit the concrete floor with a nasty hollow thud. He was soaked in sweat, and he struggled to catch his breath. He coughed, and the sound echoed around the vast empty space. The multistorey car park stank of urine and damp. He felt the cold air on his skin, and he looked around. He knelt, tied a knot in the plastic bag at the nape of her neck, and dragged her body over to his car. He laid her on the ground in the gap beside his car and the outer wall of the lift shaft. He opened the boot and picked up her limp body, putting one of his arms under her legs and the other under her shoulders, much like a groom carries his new bride across the threshold. He placed her in the back of the car, covered her with a blanket, and closed the boot. With a flash of panic, he saw that her handbag was still on the floor beside the stairs. He grabbed it and returned to the car. Her laptop and notebook were inside the bag with her mobile phone. He checked the call log and the text messages, and then he switched it off and wiped it down thoroughly with a cloth. He hurried over to Joanna’s car and dropped her phone underneath.

He spent another minute with a torch, checking carefully over the patch of ground where he’d grabbed Joanna to see if she’d dropped anything, but all was clear.

He got into his car and sat for a moment in the silence.

What now? She had to disappear. Her body. Her computer. All DNA evidence had to vanish.

An idea came to him. It was bold and risky, but if it worked … He started the engine, and he drove away.
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THIRTEEN YEARS LATER

Tuesday, May 5, 2015

‘How expensive will it be to fix?’ asked Kate Marshall, watching Derek, the elderly handyman, as he slowly measured the broken window frame. They were standing beside a 1950 Airstream aluminium caravan, and the midmorning sun was glinting off the curved edge of its roof. Kate squinted and slid her sunglasses down.

‘We’re talking about round glass windows,’ said Derek in his broad Cornish accent. He tapped the edge of his tape measure on the frame. ‘Expensive to fix.’

‘How expensive?’

He paused, sucking air through his lips. Derek seemed incapable of answering a question without an infuriatingly long pause. He rolled his top denture round his mouth. ‘Five hundred.’

‘You charged Myra two hundred pounds to mend one of these round windows,’ said Kate.

‘She was having a tough time, what with the cancer. And round glass is more work for a glazier. The handle’s embedded in the glass.’

Myra had been Kate’s friend for nine years, and they’d grown close. Her death, eighteen months ago, had been sudden and a shock.

‘I appreciate that you helped Myra, but five hundred pounds is way too much. I can find someone else.’

Derek rolled his dentures around his mouth again, and the pink gummy edge of the prosthesis appeared fleetingly through his lips. Kate took off her sunglasses and met his gaze, refusing to look away.

‘It’ll take a week, with the specialist glass cutting and what ’ave you, but let’s call it two fifty.’

‘Thank you.’

Derek picked up his tool bag, and they walked back down the sloping hill through the caravan site to the road. There were eight static caravans, neatly spaced apart, in a hotchpotch of styles from modern white UPVC to the oldest, a Romani caravan with faded red and green paint. The caravans were rented out to people who came for walking or surfing holidays. Each caravan had a couple of bedrooms and a small kitchen, and some of the newer ones had bathrooms. The caravan site was on the lower end of the hospitality scale, but it was particularly popular with surfers because it was an inexpensive place to stay and a short walk down to the beach, which had some of the best surf in Devon and Cornwall. The holiday season would be starting in one week, and it felt like spring had finally arrived. The surrounding trees were bursting into leaf, and the sky was a clear blue.

When they reached the short set of concrete steps down to the road, Kate offered Derek her arm for support, but he ignored her, wincing as they slowly descended to where his car was parked. He opened the boot and heaved in his tool bag. He looked up at her; his watery blue eyes were piercing.

‘I bet it was a shock when Myra left you her house and her business in her will.’

‘Yes.’

‘An’ she left nothing to her son … ’ Derek tutted and shook his head. ‘I know they weren’t close, but as I always say, blood is thicker than water.’

It had been a surprise to Kate that Myra had left everything to her. It had caused a lot of anger from Myra’s son and his wife, and it had generated a lot of local gossip and snide remarks.

‘You’ve got my number. Let me know when the glass is ready,’ said Kate, not wanting to continue the conversation.

Derek looked annoyed that Kate wasn’t going to give him any more.

He nodded curtly, got into his car, and drove away, leaving her in a wake of black smoke.

She coughed and wiped her eyes and then heard the faint tone of her mobile phone ringing. She hurried across the road to a squat, square building. On the ground floor was the campsite shop, still boarded up from the winter. Kate climbed a set of steps on the side of the building to the second floor and let herself into the small flat where Myra had lived, which Kate now used as an office.

A row of windows ran the length of the back of the building with a view out over the beach. The tide was out, exposing the black seaweed-covered rocks. To the right, a row of cliffs jutted out, forming the edge of the bay, and beyond was the university town of Ashdean, which she could see clearly on this bright, sunny day. Her phone stopped ringing when she reached her desk.

The missed call was from a landline number with an area code she didn’t recognise. She was about to phone back when a voice mail message popped up. Kate listened; it was from an older woman with a Cornish accent who spoke in a halting, nervous staccato.

‘Hello … I got yer number online … I’ve seen that you’ve just started your own private detective agency … My name’s Bev Ellis, and I’m calling about my daughter, Joanna Duncan. She was a journalist, and she went missing, almost thirteen years ago … She just vanished. The police never found out what happened to her, but she did vanish. She didn’t run away or nothing like that … She had everything going for her. I want to hire a private detective who can find out what happened to her. What happened to her body … ’ At this point her voice broke, and she took a deep breath and swallowed loudly. ‘Please, call me back.’

Kate listened to the message again. From the sound of the woman’s voice, it had obviously taken a lot of courage to make the call. Kate opened her laptop to google the case and hesitated. She should call this woman back right away. There were two other long-established detective agencies nearby in Exeter, with slick websites and offices, and she could be phoning them too.

Bev’s voice was still shaky when she answered the phone. Kate apologised for missing her call and gave her condolences for the loss of her daughter.

‘Thank you,’ said Bev.

‘Do you live locally?’ asked Kate as she googled ‘Joanna Duncan missing’.

‘We’re in Salcombe. About an hour away.’

‘Salcombe’s very nice,’ said Kate, scanning the search results that had appeared on her screen. Two articles from September 2002 in the West Country News said:


DEVASTATED MOTHER OF LOCAL JOURNALIST JOANNA DUNCAN APPEALS FOR WITNESSES TO HER DAUGHTER’S DISAPPEARANCE NEAR EXETER TOWN CENTRE

WHERE DID JO GO?

PHONE FOUND ABANDONED WITH CAR IN DEANSGATE CAR PARK



Another from the Sun said:


WEST COUNTRY LOCAL JOURNALIST VANISHES



‘I live with my partner, Bill,’ said Bev. ‘We’ve been together for years, but I recently moved in with him. I used to live on the Moor Side council estate on the outskirts of Exeter … Quite different.’

Another headline, dated December 1, 2002, which acknowledged that Joanna had been missing for almost three months, caught Kate’s eye.

Nearly all the articles used the same photo of Joanna Duncan, on a beach against blue sky and perfect white sand. She had bright-blue eyes, high cheekbones, a strong nose, and slightly bucked front teeth. She was smiling in the photo. There was a large red carnation tucked behind her left ear, and she held a halved coconut containing a cocktail umbrella.

‘You said that Joanna was a journalist?’ asked Kate.

‘Yes. For the West Country News. She was going places. She wanted to move to London and work on one of the tabloids. She loved her job. She’d just got married. Jo and her husband, Fred, wanted kids … She went missing on Saturday, the seventh of September. She’d been at work in Exeter and then left around five thirty. One of her colleagues saw her go. It was less than a quarter of a mile walk from the newspaper offices to the multistorey car park, but somewhere along the way, something happened. She just vanished into thin air … We found her car in the multistorey; her phone was underneath. The police had nothing. They had no suspects. They spent nearly thirteen years doing God knows what, and then I got a phone call from them last week, telling me that after twelve years, the case is now inactive. They’ve given up on finding Jo. I have to find out what happened to her. I know she’s probably dead; I want to find her and put her properly to rest. I saw an article about you in the National Geographic, how you found the body of that young woman who’d been missing for twenty years … Then I googled you and saw you’ve just started your own detective agency. Is that right?’

‘Yes,’ said Kate.

‘I like that you’re a woman. I’ve spent so many years dealing with policemen who’ve patronised me,’ said Bev, her voice rising in defiance. ‘Could we meet? I can come over to your offices.’

Kate glanced up at what was passing for their ‘offices’. The space they were using had been Myra’s living room. It still had the old 1970s patterned carpet, and their desk was an opened-out leafed dining table. Along one wall were bottles of urinal disinfectant and packs of paper towels for the caravan site. A large corkboard on the wall had a note that said ACTIVE CASES pinned at the top, but it was empty. Since the conclusion of their most recent job, a background check on a young man for his prospective employer, the agency had had no work. When Myra left her estate to Kate, it was on the condition that she quit her job and pursue her ambition to start a detective agency. They’d been up and running for nine months, but building the agency into something that could make a profit was proving to be tough.

‘Why don’t I come and meet you with my colleague, Tristan?’ said Kate.

Tristan Harper was Kate’s partner in the agency, and he was out at his other job today. Three days a week he worked at Ashdean University as a research assistant.

‘Yes. I remember Tristan from the National Geographic article … Listen, I’m free tomorrow? But you’re probably all booked up.’

‘Let me talk to Tristan, check our diary, and I’ll call you right back,’ said Kate.

When she put the phone down at the end of the call, her heart was thumping with excitement.
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