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FOREWORD

A PAPERBACK EXCLUSIVE

I had a plan and it went wrong. But for once it went wrong in a really good way . . .

When I was creating the character of Roy Grace back in 2003, I wanted to do something that would set him apart from the canon of great fictional cops brought to pages of novels and to small and big screens over the years.

At the time, the flawed detective with the broken marriage and a drinking problem was something of a cliché in crime fiction. But the reality was: in 2003, no serving police officer in England with a drinking problem would survive in the job for very long. And, as for the idea of a broken marriage, I really wanted to come up with something more challenging to write and more engaging to read.

I thought long and hard about all the good homicide detectives I knew, trying to figure out their common denominator, and I realized that, above all else, what detectives do is solve puzzles.

Homicide and major crimes present the investigating detectives with a huge puzzle. There are hundreds – often thousands – of pieces that must be painstakingly slotted together. And that’s when it came to me! I would give Roy Grace a personal puzzle of his own that he could not solve.

I’d recently accompanied the police to the Missing Persons Helpline offices in south London, where I’d been staggered to learn that around 200,000 people are reported missing in England every year. The majority turn up within four days, but if they haven’t turned up within a month then they will almost certainly never be seen again. Over 5,000 people are on that list. And the loved ones they leave behind are usually bewildered, terrified about what might have happened and desperate to find out. Unable to grieve, get closure and move on, as would happen with the death of a loved one, they are left in a complete state of limbo.

So, when we first meet Roy Grace in Dead Simple, just coming up to his thirty-ninth birthday, we learn that his wife, Sandy, whom he loved and adored, vanished without a trace nine years earlier, on the day of his thirtieth birthday. He had come home from work and she was gone. No note, no clues, nothing. Just her car later found abandoned in the short-term car park at London’s Gatwick Airport.

For the intervening nine years, while continuing to work as an effective homicide detective, Roy was dogged by the mystery of what happened to his wife. Was Sandy kidnapped? Did it go wrong and she was murdered? Or was she being held captive somewhere by a crazy person? Had she run off with a lover? Taken her own life? Had an accident and never been found? Lost her memory?

In his desperation to find her, Roy even consulted mediums and clairvoyants, but to no avail. And, during this time, he was unable to move on with his private life, having no inclination to start a new relationship in case Sandy were to suddenly turn up one day. But, finally, his friend DS Glenn Branson organized a blind date for him. It was a disaster, but it was a start.

My original plan had been to set up the mystery of Sandy’s disappearance in the first novel and then reveal the truth about what had happened to her in the second, Looking Good Dead. But I hadn’t accounted for the enthusiasm of my readers . . .

To my surprise and delight, Dead Simple proved to be an instant bestseller when it was published in the UK and, as the translations came out in different countries, it became a hit with readers across the globe, too. A steadily increasing stream of letters and emails poured in from new fans around the world, each of them speculating about what might have happened to Sandy. And I realized I could have some fun with this! I’d learned way back that readers love to be teased and tantalized, provided we authors are ultimately fair with our reveals.

So I kept the story of Roy’s missing wife going . . . and going . . . book after book. With each novel, I would reveal just a few clues, tiny at first, about her possible whereabouts. I would also plant little seeds of doubt about whether Sandy was quite the perfect wife Roy had always thought she was.

And, with each novel, I would receive more and more letters and emails speculating about her story, as well as pleas from readers to finally reveal the truth – some amusing, some demanding and some very touching.

One reader wrote: ‘Dear Mr James, I’ve just worked out I’m a lot younger than you and I would imagine a lot fitter, which means you are going to die before me. I hope you’ve left the secret of what happened to Roy Grace’s missing wife safely locked in your publisher’s vaults.’

Another wrote: ‘Dear Mr James, I am eighty-eight years old and I’m ill; my doctors tell me I don’t have long to live. Please just tell me the secret of what happened to Sandy and I promise I’ll take it to the grave with me.’

Well, to those two – and to all you other wonderful readers around the world who have, for so long, been curious – I can now say that you need wait no longer. I hope you enjoy the ride and the surprises and are not too harsh in your judgement of Sandy.

Peter James

Jersey, 2024




PROLOGUE

A lot of us screw up in life, some more than others, and some of us screw up pretty much most of the time. I’m there, right up among the big screw-ups. To paraphrase my favourite comedian, the late Peter Cook: ‘I’ve made loads of mistakes in life and I could repeat them all exactly.’

That’s pretty much how I feel.

I read a poem once that I think was called ‘The Dash’. It talked about that mark, that hyphen you see on gravestones, linking the date of birth and date of death. It’s always struck me as curious that the important thing on those headstones is the two dates. The dash in between is inconsequential. Maybe that’s because human lives are generally inconsequential. Is all that matters that we were born and that we died?

But surely everyone has a story to tell? They may not have invented the wheel, or split the atom, or solved the Riemann hypothesis . . . But surely a lot of people deserve more than that tiny dash, don’t they?

This is my story. I’m just fleshing out the dash a bit on my odd little life.
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26 July 2007 – The day I leave

My name is Sandy. I’m driving from Brighton towards Gatwick Airport and I’m nervous as all hell. You would be too if you were me, right now, I promise you. I keep looking in my rear-view mirrors for someone following me. Silly, because no one can possibly know – yet – what I’ve done.

I’ve just left my husband, Roy, but he certainly won’t have a clue at this moment – he’s immersed in his work as ever, on a murder case. It’s his thirtieth birthday today and we’re supposed to be going out to dinner tonight – we have a reservation at our favourite restaurant – us and another couple – our closest friends. It’s a big deal your thirtieth, a milestone. I’d even asked the restaurant to make him a cake with a marzipan goldfish just like his pet, Marlon, on top.

Bad timing, I know. If I’d had a choice, I’d have picked any day but this one. But I don’t have that luxury.

I’m not just running from my husband, although that’s part of this story – he’s a decent guy who doesn’t deserve what I’m going to be putting him through. A decent guy but not an ideal husband for me. No, I’m running from a mess I’ve got myself into – a real, proper mess. A death threat from someone the police have in their sights as a highly dangerous Person of Interest. My husband knows the man, he’s talked about him, believes he is behind several killings, but the fact is that the Major Crime Team don’t have enough evidence to arrest him. Yet.

Roy doesn’t know I have an involvement with this man. He has no idea that I’m the next person he is intending to kill. He doesn’t know how terrified I am.

He doesn’t know I am taking someone with me, either, but that’s another story, for later.

And I’ve no idea what Roy will do when he can’t find me or call or text me. I’ve not left a note or anything corny like that. But I have left pretty much all my personal stuff, other than just a couple of small photographs he won’t miss. He’s a smart detective, so I guess he’ll start by using all those great skills he has at tracking down murder suspects, both current and long past.

But he is going to find it hard to track me down, for one very simple reason.

I no longer exist.
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26 July 2007 – Roel Albazi

Roel Albazi was forty-seven years old, stocky and squat, and dressed in mismatched Versace. He was Albanian and had lived in England for many years. He had a shaven head, tattooed neck and a pencil-thin moustache that ran down either side of his mouth to his chin. Adorned with a gold necklace, big rocks on his fingers and a bling watch, he sat outside the pizza restaurant in Shoreham High Street that was one of his legitimate business fronts, sipping a macchiato and smoking his short cigar, which was nearly down to the stub.

He had the physique of the kind of non-negotiable muscle you’d find outside any nightclub door on the planet. From a distance he looked a thug and not a man with a degree in international law. A hard man, you’d think. Not someone who would be afraid of anyone.

Until you looked closer and saw his frightened eyes.

He was very afraid right now of one person. Her name was Song Wu. She was a lot richer than him, a lot more ruthless and a lot more powerful. And she owned him – pretty much – since making his company, Albazi Debt Recovery International, an offer he should have refused but could not, three years ago. The offer had been a vastly lucrative contract to work for her company exclusively.

It had been an invitation to sup at the Devil’s table, he was well aware of that, but he thought he could handle it. The money on that table just too good to turn down.

And the deal had been too good to last.

And at this moment he was in deep trouble with Song Wu.

There was a rumour that she liked to have people who crossed her – or defaulted on her – cut up alive, and then she watched the videos. But Roel Albazi knew it wasn’t just a rumour.

Before his rise from mere debt collector to Fu Shan Chu in the triad run by Song Wu – effectively, in Mafia terms, her underboss – she’d made him watch the video of his predecessor. It was an hour long and involved kitchen knives, a rotary bandsaw and a chainsaw. The man was still conscious fifty-five minutes into the procedure. His mistake had been trying to broker a deal with another employee to siphon off some money. He didn’t understand about loyalty. This employee was Chinese, and Albazi’s predecessor fatally did not get the way the triad connections worked, and how a Chinese person would always be loyal to another Chinese person over a westerner.

Song Wu was third-generation English, but she was still as pure Chinese as the day her family had left Hong Kong back in 1954. Her father had amassed an empire of thirty-five restaurants and takeaways across the south of England, twenty Chinese grocery stores and a wholesale business supplying Chinese restaurants around the UK.

Privately educated at one of the nation’s poshest girls’ schools, she had reacted to racist bullying with a ferocity that soon made other pupils steer well clear of her, and she found she enjoyed both the power and inflicting pain. Within five years of her father’s death, she had added a dozen more restaurants, a string of launderettes, two fully legal casinos in England and another five around Europe, as well as seven stone of body weight to her existing twelve. She liked an excess of food, but she liked an excess of money even more. She was a glutton for cash. Profits made her eyes light up; losses made her face flame. Nothing melted the ice that was her heart.

She had two brothers who were directly beneath her in the family hierarchy but dealt with other areas of her business. Silent figures in the shadows who executed their sister’s instructions with precision. Albazi wasn’t aware of anyone who admitted to knowing them, or even having seen them, but everyone in the Song Wu organization feared them.

It was from the Casino d’Azur group that she hauled in the biggest gains – but only in part from the actual gaming tables. The highest margins came from her business model of loaning cash to gamblers who had run out of luck. They were given big loans, always short term, with interest rates of fifty per cent per month. Defaulters were sent a video of someone being tortured, which self-erased after one viewing. Most paid up pretty fast, finding the money somehow. And that was partly because Albazi vetted the people the Casino d’Azur lent to very carefully in advance. He made sure they had assets they could turn to, in desperation. Assets such as the unmortgaged portion of their homes.

But at this moment, Albazi was a worried man. Two people he’d approved big loans to in the past three months had, separately, done a runner, and Song Wu had not been happy. Albazi knew she suspected he was lying to her and had cut some kind of a deal with these people behind her back. Now this third person wasn’t showing up either, and he was feeling physically sick at the thought of having to tell Song Wu. She was going to be even more certain he was double-crossing her.

Every five minutes Albazi methodically checked his watch and each of the three phones lined up on the metal table. Traffic streamed past. Pedestrians streamed past. But there was no sign of her. And no message.

She had given him her word. Assured him. They had an appointment. An assignation. At 12 p.m. today she was going to turn up with the £150K she owed him.

It was now 12.20 p.m. Then it was 12.25 p.m. Then 12.30 p.m.

Yet again he checked the middle phone, the one she had the number for, the one they always spoke or texted on. No message.

Bitch.

He stubbed out the cigar in the ashtray. She might think she was clever, but it wasn’t clever not to pay him. Sure, the interest rates were high, but so they should be as he never took security for the loans. All of them were on trust and he made sure he collected what he was owed. Always. However long it took. His customers paid either with cash or with their homes or with their lives. He preferred the cash but killing a debtor – and very publicly – served as a great warning to others. Call it a marketing cost.

He picked up the phone on the left and dialled. It was answered almost instantly.

‘Sandy Grace,’ Albazi said. ‘Find her. Now.’
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26 July 2007

I’m on the M23, heading north, and the slip road to Gatwick Airport is coming up a mile ahead. If I take it, I guess that will be the point of no return. How does a relationship get to the point of no return? I have often asked myself if there is a way back to our once blissful marriage. But it is like a broken glass: however brilliantly it gets repaired, there will always be cracks. Roy might call them tiny fractures, but for me they are significant.

Of course, the heat of that first passion can’t last, however much we fantasize it will. We go through stages with any ‘significant other’. First, we fall in lust, then we fall in love, then we hitch our wagons together and steadily rumble and bounce along Reality Road. Whether we have kids or not, some are destined to end up in some form of compromised state of contentment. Acceptance of our lot. And that is fine for many people. But I want more. I’ve always wanted more. I need more. I just feel the compromises I have to make are too many.

That may seem selfish, given my husband is not a bad person, but it’s the only way out I can see. I think it will damage Roy less if I disappear than if I have to tell him what I have become and what I have done. It would ruin his career having a wife who has got into this situation and I can’t help feeling that I would, forever after, be an embarrassment to him. The proverbial albatross around his neck.

All I can say is that it isn’t easy for me. I dislike myself entirely. I hate what I have become. I wish, desperately, it hadn’t got to this.

I like Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s description of love as not gazing into each other’s eyes, but looking in the same direction together. I think he got that from Dickens, who was always mentioning people sitting in ‘companionable silences’. But wasn’t that because they had nothing else to do in his day? No internet, no computer games, no Amazon to browse, no Sky Sports.

So when does that oh so subtle change in your relationship start? The first night that you share a bed and don’t make love? The first morning you leave home forgetting to say I love you? The first time you don’t notice your significant other’s new hairstyle? The day you forget the anniversary of when you met? The day you realize, for whatever reason, you no longer come first in your significant other’s life?

Tick that last box for me.

The reality of being married to an ambitious Major Crime detective is that you will often come second – sometimes to a corpse.

The more I go over and over this in my head, the more I realize that whatever I now do, even if I somehow sort out this mess, too much has happened for our relationship to continue. I’d always carry the lies and live in fear of Roy finding out about my sordid other life. I have to leave.

Selfishly, it is easier for me if I pass on some blame to him, so I consume myself with thoughts of what he could’ve done to prevent me getting into this mess: maybe he did prioritize his job over me, maybe he didn’t love me enough. That I’m just an appendage, the person who makes the bed, who does the shopping, who cooks, that he doesn’t care for my career or any of my ambitions to use my interior design skills, so long as I turn up to functions on his arm. But deep down, if I let myself go there, I’m just trying to ease my guilt.

He’s actually a bloody good guy. I should find his dedication to his job a positive thing, but I use it against him. I’m a disgrace. He’s better off without me.

Just over a year ago. Our wedding anniversary. He never forgets any significant dates and he’d booked a restaurant as a surprise – our favourite seafood restaurant in the Brighton Lanes – where we had gone on one of our very first dates. He’d sorted a taxi so we could both have a drink, and he’d given me a beautiful present, a white gold eternity ring. I felt bad because I hadn’t given him anything special.

This was the evening when I made a terrible decision.
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2006 – One year earlier

We are in the back of the taxi. Roy has his arm around me and we are all loved up. All these years of marriage and still in love. I feel hugely grateful despite so long trying, fruitlessly, for a baby, which has been arduous and draining for us both.

We are heading east along Church Road, Hove, one road north of the seafront. A wide, buzzy street, lined with shops, cafes, bars and restaurants. The driver is a young, friendly guy. His plate says Mark Tuckwell. Roy and I are chatting to him, like we always do to taxi drivers, waiters, shop assistants, pretty much anyone, really. We both share an insatiable curiosity about people. I’m sure Roy banks it all, though, somewhere up in that ten-gazillion gigaflop processor inside his skull, whereas I just remember faces. But I know my husband too well. I can see that all the time he’s chatting to this driver he’s looking through the windows, taking in both sides of the street, and suddenly he yells, ‘Stop! Stop! STOPPPP!’

And my heart stops.

I know what’s about to happen because it’s happened before. Roy, with his damned near photographic memory, has spotted a villain he’s been after for a year, or maybe longer, walking along the street.

As the driver pulls hard over to the kerb, Roy already has his door open. ‘Darling, order a bottle of bubbly – I’ll see you at the restaurant as soon as I can.’

Then he’s gone.

The time is 7.30 p.m.

At 8 p.m. I’m sitting in the restaurant, English’s, with a bottle of Champagne, reading the menu over and over. And over. Roy calls with an update. He has chased this suspect down Western Road for over half a mile, finally rugby-tackling and pinning him to the floor at the Clock Tower.

He’s now on his way to the custody centre at Hollingbury. He can’t hand this charmer over to anyone else yet, because of something to do with chain of evidence – after finding Class A drugs on him. But it shouldn’t be a problem, he assures me. It’s early evening, so he will be able to process him through custody quickly, and then join me.

It’s now 10 p.m. I’ve spent much of the past two hours reading the menu until I’ve learned it by heart, and texting my best friend, about my progress on this increasingly boring and increasingly non-romantic date. A combination of the booze and the boredom and I’m really pissed off. It’s escalating in my head, and I can’t stop it even though the evening started so well.

On the plus side I’ve eaten an entire basket of delicious breads with a fish paste and a very yummy butter, and I’ve almost finished the bottle of Veuve Clicquot. And now, Roy has just called with yet another update.

For some reason I don’t fully understand, he’s still stuck in the custody centre but will be with me, he promises, faithfully, in twenty minutes.

I read out the menu to him and he chooses scallops for his starter and monkfish for his main. I select a bottle of Chablis from the wine list, hang the cost. Although I’m feeling a bit smashed and know I shouldn’t drink much more.

It is now 10.15 p.m. and Roy has texted to say he is still delayed. I’m so ravenous I’ve had my starter and half of the bottle of Chablis. Not sure if I’m feeling more pissed or just plain pissed off. Through my haze of alcohol the restaurant appears to be emptying. Actually, it is empty.

Am I really the only person still here? I look around and see tables all tidied and laid for lunch tomorrow. Around the corner a couple of waiters are chatting by the bar. One of them has just asked, with a slightly desperate look on his face, if I would like my main course or would I still prefer to wait. I can’t remember what I said to him, but I seem to recall ordering some chips. Or French fries, as I’m in a posh place.

Then I hear footsteps clumping down the stairs, and I see a tall man I vaguely recognize, and he appears to vaguely recognize me, too. Everything is vague at this moment. I’m definitely drunk. Last time I went to the bathroom – some while ago – and peered into the mirror, even my hair looked drunk.

This guy is tall, good-looking in a kind of supercilious way, as if everything around him is beneath him, and sharply dressed in a dark jacket, crisp white shirt and tailored jeans. His loafers are so polished they are like black mirrors. I’ve seen him before somewhere, but I can’t think who the hell he is. But he’s walking over to me with a knowing look. When he speaks his voice is posh and measured. ‘Sandy Grace, right?’

I give him a guarded, ‘Yes.’

I’m finding him a bit intimidating. And I’m still trying to think who the hell he is. He smells nice, a cologne I don’t recognize.

‘Charming little restaurant this, isn’t it? Are you and Roy having a pleasant evening?’ He looked down, and I could see he was clocking the untouched other side of the table, the glasses and plates and cutlery.

‘Well, I can’t speak for Roy, but mine’s been a bit rubbish, actually.’

He frowned. Or rather, looked pained. Or bewildered. ‘Right,’ he said, awkwardly. ‘Yes, OK. Right – well . . .’

He looked around him, as if expecting Roy to materialize – perhaps from the loo – at any moment.

‘He’s not here,’ I said to put him out of his misery.

‘Not here? You’ve been stood up?’

I shook my head. ‘Not stood up – not exactly.’ I explained the events. When I finished I picked up the bottle of Chablis from the ice bucket and showed him there was still some left and offered him a glass. He hesitated, saying he was driving, then he said, ‘Why not, I’ve not drunk anything all evening,’ and accepted, sitting down and clinking his glass against mine. ‘I’ve also been stood up,’ he said.

‘Seriously?’

‘My date never showed.’ He shrugged a What-the-hell. ‘You’re wondering who I am and where we’ve met before, aren’t you?’

It threw me, because he was right. ‘I’m trying to place you,’ I replied diplomatically and took a stab. ‘Sussex Police, right?’

‘I’m a DI, we met at the Sussex Detectives’ Ball, at the Grand Hotel in Brighton, last October. I was on the next table to you and your husband – we chatted briefly about how terrible the comedian was. I’m down on secondment to Sussex Police from the Met – briefing the force on counterterrorism.’ He held out his hand and gave a very clammy, limp handshake for much longer than I was comfortable with, all the time staring into my eyes. ‘My name is Cassian Pewe. Maybe I can give you a lift home?’

Have you ever come across someone who you found both attractive and repulsive at the same time? If not, you’ve never met Cassian Pewe. Snake charmers work by hypnotizing venomous reptiles. Cassian Pewe is the reverse. He’s the supercilious reptile with the silver tongue and the golden looks. I knew he was dangerous, but as we talked, there was something about him – I can’t explain what exactly – I found mesmerizing. Hypnotic?

When it got to 11.15 p.m., and the remaining staff in the restaurant were clearly dying to go home but too polite to say so, Roy rang, his voice full of apology. He was still at work, he said, and he would make up for this evening but best I get a taxi to go home.

I hung up on him. Then I accepted Cassian’s gallant offer to give me a lift home in his white convertible Jaguar. He told me it was a classic, although I don’t know much about cars, but it was rather gorgeous, with its soft leather seats and mahogany dashboard, and he was clearly proud of it. It was snug and warm inside, with the roof down and the night air blowing in our hair and on our faces. In my woozy state I imagined for a moment we were in the South of France, Cannes maybe, instead of Brighton.

When we pulled up outside our house ten minutes later, I saw Roy’s car wasn’t on the driveway. He was still at work, still playing with his prisoner. Cassian Pewe suddenly switched off the engine, and before I knew it, had slipped one arm around my neck, pulled me towards him and kissed me passionately on the lips.

Shocked, I was again both attracted and repulsed. Then he stared into my eyes, in the faint glow of a streetlight above us, and said, ‘I really like Roy. I like him a lot.’

‘Well, I hope you don’t kiss him like that,’ I replied.
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26 July 2007

I’m faced with a choice as I approach Gatwick Airport. The North or South Terminal? If I had a coin, I’d toss it. I decide South. So many decisions I’m completely free to make.

It’s 1.45 p.m. Horrible Roel Albazi can only just about now be figuring I’m a no-show. My mirrors are still clear. But just for belt and braces, to be certain no one is following, I do a full 360-degree loop around the South Terminal before driving up the ramp of the short-term car park. Roy is not going to be happy if he gets stuck with the bill, the size of which will depend on how long it takes them to find my car. But the car is in my name, so it really shouldn’t be a problem for him.

I take my ticket and the barrier rises in front of me. Symbolic in a way, as I drive through and into my new life, which begins with an empty space between a white Porsche Cayman and a purple Nissan Micra on the fourth floor of the short-term car park. I lock my little Golf – I’ve no idea why, habit I guess – toss the keys into a convenient bin, then walk across the bridge into the terminal building.

One bonus, in the situation I find myself in, of being married to a detective is the stuff I’ve learned from Roy that most people would never, ever, even think about. Like how to disappear in our online, digital world.

How to vanish without trace.

Like I’m about to. I am so nervous. Then I remind myself I have no choice.

It’s weird when I look at my left hand and don’t see my wedding ring or my engagement ring, which have been part of my fourth finger for so long. There’s just a faint white band of skin that isn’t suntanned. I may have to pawn them, hopefully not, but not too close to home, in case pawnbrokers become a line of enquiry. I dig my hand into the pocket of my lightweight denim jacket as I stroll around the Departures concourse because I’m oddly self-conscious about that white band, my naked finger.

After stopping at WHSmith to buy a newspaper, I head over to the British Airways check-in area, join a short queue and then check in to flight BA 2771 to Malaga. No luggage, I tell the polite young man behind the desk who is looking at my passport.

After a few moments of tapping on his terminal, he hands my passport back to me. ‘Have a nice flight, Mrs Gordon.’

Instead of heading for security, I head for the loos. Once securely locked inside the ladies’, I open the small holdall slung over my shoulder, pull out a dark brown wig and tug it on. Along with a large pair of dark glasses. Then I reverse my denim jacket, so it is now white. Tug off my jeans and replace them with a sensible skirt. Next, I make my way across to the EasyJet check-in area.

Fifteen minutes later, thanks to my second false passport, Sandra Smith is allocated seat 14C on EZY 243 to Amsterdam. When she arrives, with just hand baggage, she will check in to a London City Airport flight under the name of Sandra Jones. On entering the arrivals lounge there, she will see a limousine driver holding up the name Alison Shipley.

Alison Shipley will be whisked away from the airport in the back of a black Mercedes S Class driven by a courteous man called Meehat El Hadidy, following directions on his satnav to East Grinstead.

Taking her towards her new beginning.
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Early July 2007 – Roel Albazi

They called him Tall Joe, although he was actually very short. Two inches shy of five feet, with a shaved head, snooker-ball shiny, and the body of a Sumo wrestler, he looked even shorter than his height. He had a problem with walking, due to knackered hips from too many fights, so that he strode along in a kind of pendulum motion that had something of the drunken sailor about it, swinging each leg past him and then sort of throwing his body forward. It looked pretty clumsy, but that was deceptive. Nothing about Tall Joe was clumsy. Joe Karter was a man of precision.

He was also a man of light and dark. On the light side, he was scrupulously polite, funny and charming – charming so long as you paid what you owed, when you owed it. On the dark, he was an aikido eighth dan black belt who had killed two men with his bare hands – and five in more painful ways – permanently disabled another eight, and had become a legend in prison, when serving lengthy time for GBH, by throwing a fridge down two flights of stairs, during a tantrum.

Not many people ever messed with Tall Joe Karter, which was why Roel Albazi employed him. If you owed money to Albazi’s boss, Song Wu, when Joe Karter, always dressed in a suit and tie, looking like an overgrown schoolboy, knocked on your door, you paid it, or you made arrangements, fast. Albazi, and his associate, Skender Sharka, always ensured that any of their debtors who had fallen behind were made aware of Tall Joe Karter’s CV.

Albazi was stressed before he picked up the phone to call Joe, and the fact that his bagman was sounding so calm was making him even more stressed. Not just one but two people he’d given substantial loans to, to cover their gambling debts, had gone missing – done runners. And Joe was in the middle of sodding nowhere, in his car, cheerfully telling him that he didn’t know where they were.

The wife of one, Alan Mitten, who owed £30,000, plus £15,000 of interest, had just told Joe that she hadn’t seen her husband in three weeks and even if she never saw him again it would be too soon. She’d been served a foreclosure notice from the mortgage company, her car had been repossessed and the bailiffs were coming this afternoon to take their furniture. So far, Skender Sharka was making some headway but not quickly enough. Although he was confident of finding him within the next twenty-four hours.

Tall Joe was even more hopeful about the other, Robert Rhys, a lawyer who owed £25,000 plus £15,000 interest. He was close to getting an address. And as soon as Rhys was located, Karter said he would meet him to arrange a payment plan.

‘What payment plan do you have in mind?’ Albazi quizzed.

‘I’ll ask him which bone of his body he would least like me to break, boss,’ Tall Joe replied in his deep, cheeky-chappie voice. ‘So I’ll break another one – a toe or a finger – and tell him I’ll break another one every twenty-four hours, saving the one he really doesn’t want me to break to last, until he’s paid. He’ll pay tomorrow, boss, I’m confident.’

‘He’s a card player, isn’t he, Joe?’

‘Poker.’

‘So he won’t want you to break his fingers, will he?’

‘He won’t, boss.’

Albazi thanked him and hung up, fretting about Alan Mitten. He was a double-glazing salesman and his employers hadn’t heard from him for over two weeks. At least Robert Rhys had decent employment, a partner in a small firm of solicitors. He would have equity in the firm, although the fact that he was in his late forties and living in a flat gave a clue to his gambling habit, that maybe he’d never amassed enough to afford a house. Gambled it all away. Hopefully Tall Joe would work his magic. Poker with your fingers in splints would not be a good prospect.

He leaned back in his swivel chair in his sixth-floor, white-carpeted penthouse office above his restaurant. It had a magnificent picture window view to the south across the river Adur to the houseboats on the far side and the English Channel beyond, and another across Shoreham High Street to the north. He pulled up a map on his screen. His loyal right hand, Skender Sharka, towered over him, looking down at it, too.

Sharka, a freak of nature, was six foot six tall and totally hairless. He’d been nicknamed ‘Deve’ at school, which translated into English as ‘Camel’, because he had two lumps on his skull. He was a gentle person, gentle in all he did, gentle even when he killed.

They’d worked as a team for the past decade, he, Sharka and Tall Joe, collecting debts that weren’t legally enforceable – mostly drug debts – and then Albazi had been approached by a representative of Song Wu with the proverbial offer he could not refuse. Although subsequently he had realized the offer was too good to be true.

The tracking system of locating his debtors, devised by Sharka, was highly effective. People in hiding generally did not travel far. Those who needed to hide in a hurry rarely went out of their comfort zone. Albazi had had enough debtors go bad over the years to warrant his investment in the latest technology, with algorithms created by Sharka, whose principal method of tracking people was through payments to a source on the internet who had access to all the different phone companies’ records. By cross-referencing numbers, he’d been able to see the burner phones each had bought in the mistaken belief these would make them invisible and impossible to track. It worked so brilliantly Albazi had only ever lost one completely. But he had dealt with that swiftly, by having the man’s parents and then grandparents, back in Albania, tortured and murdered.

Now, Song Wu was not happy with him, and he cursed himself for getting reckless. In truth, he hadn’t done the full due diligence he would normally do on a customer before lending them the money, he had come to rely too much on his debt-collecting abilities. On top of Mitten and Rhys, and with Sandy Grace playing games, the situation was a whole lot worse.

He sometimes felt his relationship with the Song Wu organization was like being a man trapped in a watery cul-de-sac with a crocodile. So long as he kept throwing it chickens, the crocodile would keep smiling. And all the time growing bigger and needing more chickens . . .

‘So where is she right now, Skender?’ he asked.

From the moment, a month ago, when Sandy Grace had first defaulted on a repayment instalment to his boss, Tall Joe had placed a tracking device on her car. It was a magnetic transponder, attached beneath the boot, so small she would only have found it if she had been searching for it specifically. Its current location showed as a small blue dot on a map on the computer.

‘Brighton, boss. Looks like she’s in Churchill Square car park.’

Albazi studied the screen carefully as he drilled a hole in the tip of a Cohiba Robusto, then put the stubby cigar in his mouth without lighting it. ‘So she might be trying to get the cash together, as she promised. One hundred and fifty thousand pounds in cash – in fifty-pound notes. Her time is running out. Let’s hope she’s taking the threats seriously.’

Albazi lit his cigar carefully with his gold Dunhill, turning the end over and over in the flame until it was burning evenly. His face disappeared in a cloud of blue smoke. His disembodied voice said, ‘So wait. Watch the blue dot. Tell me when it moves again.’

Skender assured him he would.

‘Know what’s going to happen to you and me if she fails to deliver?’

‘No, boss.’

‘You don’t want to know.’

‘OK.’

‘Which is why I’m going to tell you.’
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Early July 2007 – Looking back

Where does anything really start, in life? For me, Sandy Grace, or for any of us? The lightbulb moment some people talk about, that sudden flash of inspiration that pops seemingly from nowhere. Or maybe nothing so dramatic, just a simple spark of excitement when we suddenly find ourselves more alive than we ever did before – because we’ve found our mojo – or whatever.

Or the polar opposite. The feeling one morning, when you wake up, that today is the first day of the rest of your life and you don’t want the rest of your life to be this same old, same old, any longer. That was how it was for me. A very short while after I first met Tamzin.

I’ve heard that a bad back is one of the symptoms of unhappiness – when life is not panning out how you want it to be. Maybe that’s true – or maybe people with bad backs say that because misery likes company. Whatever, I’d ricked my back trying to move a sofa into a different place in the living room. I wanted good feng shui in our new home – all that ancient Chinese stuff about bringing balance and good vibes into our living spaces.

So I got great feng shui and a messed-up back. Or, in medical terminology, prolapsed discs L4 and L5. I had sciatica for a year – if you’ve never had it, you are lucky. You have no idea how painful it is. Think of sliding a red-hot wire all the way down inside the skin of your leg, from your bum to your foot, and then twisting it a few times before plugging it into a live socket for several seconds. I’m not exaggerating.

My best friend, Becky Jackson, had joined a Pilates class. Like Roy and me, she and her husband had been struggling to conceive, and she’d read in a magazine about two women with infertility problems who had been helped by Pilates. Becky gets most of her information from magazines. She was raving about how Pilates made her feel, and her instructor had told her it could help my back. So I gave it a go. And one of the girls in the group was Tamzin Heywood.

And within a few weeks, two things happened. The first was that my back improved dramatically. The second, that I wanted to be Tamzin Heywood.

Badly.

So badly I lay awake at night thinking about her with pure, undiluted envy. It was her lifestyle. I thought about everything she had that I didn’t. Someone once told me that the secret of life is to know when it’s good. And she was making me feel the exact opposite of that about my life.

My rather grey little life. In our grey house. Just a couple of years ago it was my dream home. Detached, four-bedroom – well, three and a half really – with a good-sized rear garden, and so close to the sea you can hear it. I put my imprint on it, the inside is light and airy, all minimalist, and I created a Zen garden in the rear. I really thought it was fine, lovely, far grander than the bungalow in Seaford where I grew up. Our forever home.

I’d planned the children’s rooms; the eventual loft conversion, when we could afford it, where we could wake in the morning with a sea view – well, a partial sea view anyway. Then I went to Tamzin’s house.

Shit.

She and I are the same age. I’d always liked nice clothes but I’d never been fussed about brands – before now. She wears the coolest – and of course most expensive – gym kit brands, as well as insanely bling and covetable Prada trainers (£550), she has gorgeous hair and, naturally, perfectly manicured nails. Perfect everything.

Her husband, Ferris, owns a string of estate agents, but Tamzin’s no idle kept woman, no vacuous airhead Housewife of Brighton. Of course she isn’t. She’s a passionate animal lover who spent two years recently studying to qualify in canine myotherapy – that’s dog massage to you and me. It’s her passion – as well as her own source of income – helping dogs with their mobility and muscle health. Being a fellow dog lover, I immediately admired that about her – and respected her for it. Roy and I agreed a long time ago we could never like anyone who doesn’t like animals.

Tamzin and Ferris live in a house styled like an Italian palazzo in Roedean, an exclusive enclave at the eastern extremity of Brighton – where an expensive girls’ school is located. Their house has a sea view to die for, out across the English Channel, and all the toys. Indoor and outdoor pools, tennis court, gym, sauna, steam room, the whole enchilada. She drives a convertible Porsche with a personal plate. I drive a ten-year-old Golf that had 90,000 miles on the clock when we bought it.

But it’s not just their house, it’s their whole lifestyle. They have a debenture at Wimbledon, which means they go to all the best matches throughout Wimbledon fortnight. They are members of Glyndebourne so they go to the opera regularly throughout the summer season, all dressed up fancy. My envy of Tamzin and her life really came out when they invited Roy and me to see Carmen, but at the last minute he had to cancel because a dead body had been found in a park.

So I went alone and was determined to have the best time. We all had way too much to drink, and they invited me back to their house after. Their three kids were sleeping over at the grandparents’. Tamzin convinced me to stay as it was so late, and we were all so drunk. Ferris went up to bed leaving Tamzin and me drinking a magnum of white.

I texted Roy a drunk message: Don’t wait up, back at Tamzin and Ferris’s. Magnum open. Party time! Love you. X

It was all so hedonistic. We were laughing, spinning each other around and dirty dancing to the music. Then she surprised me by kissing me as we danced, her soft tongue on mine. Everything slowed down. My God, it felt like the best kiss ever. I’m ashamed to say it but I was smitten, I just didn’t think of anything or anyone else at that moment. Not Roy. Not Ferris. I was selfishly in lust and out for myself. We ended up making love together on the sofa in the living room then crashing out in each other’s arms.

I woke up at 6.30 a.m., with the hangover from hell, my head was thumping, and I was alone with just a blanket over me. As soon as my thoughts allowed, I felt embarrassed. My face reddened as I imagined my parents’ reactions. Then more embarrassment at why I cared about my parents’ bloody reactions at my age. But this was not my house. What if the kids came back at any moment? I’d outstayed my welcome; I should leave and get back to Roy. I painfully pieced back together the night and snuck out before they got up, closing the front door with almost no sound behind me. 

Then came the long walk of shame home, high heels in my hand, clearly last night’s clothes. I texted Tamzin to say thanks for a great evening, wink, kiss. Then I vowed to get my drinking under control. Seriously. Sort my life out. My grey boring life. Find happiness in my life with Roy. I loved him and desperately wanted our marriage to work, and still hoped beyond hope that we would have a baby.

But when I think back on it, no surprise, that’s when the dissatisfaction with my life really started. I couldn’t get that fling out of my head, I’d enjoyed it. I craved it.

The worst thing of all was that Tamzin was so damned friendly towards me afterwards. As well as being genuinely warm, kind, funny, generous and interested in everyone, she never, for one moment, seemed to take her privileged life for granted. She never mentioned our brief encounter, not once. It was as if it had not happened. Not that it could have continued, of course, but, looking back, it was another rejection. And it hit me hard because I had enjoyed it. It took up way too much of my thoughts. What if this, what if that. One thing I knew for certain: Roy must never know about it – it would ruin him. Well, it must never happen again, and I must work harder at my marriage. What sort of a wife was I? I ended up feeling disgusted with myself.

That summer, when I had quit my full-time job with a firm of accountants to work part-time as receptionist at a doctors’ surgery – our infertility specialist had advised me I shouldn’t do any stressful job – we were invited over to her house a lot. Such happy, fun afternoons around the pool, with some very nice wines from their cellar. Sometimes in the company of their three beautiful and polite kids – with their equally beautiful, and dutiful, nanny. And always with their two adorably daft and soppy golden retrievers, nuzzling us for cuddles and ever-hopeful of treats.

I so wanted her life and that night together had just intensified those feelings. Not that I could tell anyone. And the problem was that I wasn’t just envious – Tamzin had made me start to question my entire life. And to be fair on Roy, that wasn’t his fault, it was mine. When I met him, all those years previously, my life – and my aspirations – were very different.

Roy is two years older than me, but in some ways it often feels much more. He’s so stable, so calm, so wise. I was nineteen when we met, and my life up until that point had pretty much been a train crash. I am an only child, as is my mother who was born to German parents. But, unlike modern Germans I’ve met, she totally lacks any sense of humour. She’s just a cold fish, and bitter at the hand life has dealt her, in the shape of my seriously weird loser of a father.

He worked all his career as a car mechanic in a small garage in Eastbourne, and spends his retirement building scale model Second World War aircraft, like Spitfires, Hurricanes, Wellingtons and Halifaxes, as well as all their German counterparts. He likes to tell the few visitors who come to their home in Seaford these were aircraft his father had flown in the war, first as a fighter ace with seven kills, then a bomber pilot.

He has always maintained – and still does – that his father was one of the Dambuster heroes, whereas in reality he had been an aircraft fitter and had never been posted anywhere near 633 Squadron. Partly on account of the fact he would have been just fourteen years old at the end of the war.

And to make it worse, my mother has always gone along with it. Maybe, when I look back at her in a charitable frame of mind, I wonder if it’s because she was traumatized by what her country did in the war, and this was some weird way, in her weird mind, of her assuaging her guilt.

She had been brought up in England and eventually, to her regret (my supposition), met my father and lived unhappily ever after.

I haven’t read much poetry, but I did come across a few lines I really liked from someone called Philip Larkin about how your parents fuck you up.

Oh yes. That resonates. I was fourteen when I first decided I didn’t want to live a life like theirs.
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They Thought I Was Dead – Reading Group Questions for Discussion

1. How did Sandy’s descent into gambling enhance your understanding of addiction?

2. Before she disappears, Sandy envies her friend Tamzin’s luxurious lifestyle, which sends her down a rabbit hole of wanting more and more. What comment do you think the author is making about comparing yourself to others?

3. Sandy’s relationship with Nicos sees her dealing with coercive control and physical and emotional abuse. How did this influence your perception of her character?

4. In the opening chapters, we see Sandy abandoned by Roy on their wedding anniversary when he spots a suspect. She reflects on how being married to a detective means ‘you will often come second – sometimes to a corpse’. Do you think this justifies her seeking comfort elsewhere?

5. The book is set across various locations – Brighton, Jersey, Frankfurt, Munich. Did you get a strong sense of place from the writing? How did the different settings impact the story?

6. Which twist in the story surprised you the most?

7. What is your main takeaway from They Thought I Was Dead?
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The Detective Superintendent Roy Grace books in order:

DEAD SIMPLE

In the first Roy Grace novel, a harmless stag-do prank leads to deadly consequences.

LOOKING GOOD DEAD

It started with an act of kindness and ended in murder.

NOT DEAD ENOUGH

Can a killer be in two places at once? Roy Grace must solve a case of stolen identity.

DEAD MAN’S FOOTSTEPS

The discovery of skeletal remains in Brighton sparks a global investigation.

DEAD TOMORROW

In an evil world, everything’s for sale.

DEAD LIKE YOU

After thirteen years, has the notorious ‘Shoe Man’ killer returned?

DEAD MAN’S GRIP

A trail of death follows a devastating traffic accident.

NOT DEAD YET

Terror on the silver screen; an obsessive stalker on the loose.

DEAD MAN’S TIME

A priceless watch is stolen and the powerful Daly family will do anything to get it back.

WANT YOU DEAD

Who knew online dating could be so deadly?

YOU ARE DEAD

Brighton falls victim to its first serial killer in eighty years.

LOVE YOU DEAD

A deadly black widow is on the hunt for her next husband.

NEED YOU DEAD

Every killer makes a mistake somewhere. You just have to find it.

DEAD IF YOU DON’T

A kidnapping triggers a parent’s worst nightmare and a race against time for Roy Grace.

DEAD AT FIRST SIGHT

Roy Grace exposes the lethal side of online identity fraud.

FIND THEM DEAD

A ruthless Brighton gangster is on trial and will do anything to walk free.

LEFT YOU DEAD

When a woman in Brighton vanishes without a trace, Roy Grace is called in to investigate.

PICTURE YOU DEAD

Not all windfalls are lucky. Some can lead to murder.

STOP THEM DEAD

A senseless murder hides a multitude of other crimes.
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