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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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At the same time Kate was finishing her call, Tristan Harper was sitting in his sister’s small glass-walled office in the Barclays Bank on Ashdean High Street.

‘Okay. Let’s get this over with,’ he said, sliding the plastic folder containing his mortgage application across the desk. He had a sinking feeling in his stomach.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Your interrogation into my finances.’

‘Would you wear that if I was a stranger interviewing you for a new mortgage application?’ said Sarah, opening the folder and peering at him across her desk.

‘This is what I wear for work,’ said Tristan, looking down at his smart white V-neck T-shirt, jeans, and trainers.

‘A bit informal for a bank interview, though,’ she said, adjusting her grey jacket and blue blouse. Sarah was twenty-eight, three years older than Tristan, but sometimes she seemed twenty years older.

‘When I arrived, I didn’t see many people lining up to cash their giros wearing three-piece suits. And these trainers are limited-edition Adidas.’

‘And how much did they cost?’

‘Enough. They’re an investment. Aren’t they gorgeous?’ he said, grinning.

Sarah rolled her eyes and nodded. ‘They’re very cool.’

Tristan was tall with a lean, muscular frame. His forearms were covered in tattoos, and the head of the eagle tattoo across his chest poked up from the V-neck of his T-shirt. They looked alike, brother and sister, with the same soft brown eyes. Tristan’s chestnut-brown curly hair was now shoulder length and tousled. Whereas Sarah’s hair was tied back and neatly tamed with straighteners.

There was a knock on the glass door, and a short balding man wearing a suit and tie came into the office.

‘Has she started the interrogation yet?’ he said. ‘She wanted to bring in a lamp to put on the desk so she could shine it in your face!’

This was Gary, Sarah’s husband and the manager of the bank branch. Tristan got up and gave his brother-in-law a hug.

‘Gary! Don’t be so silly,’ said Sarah, now smiling with them. ‘I’m asking the same questions I would of any other mortgage applicant.’

‘Look how long your bloody hair is. Wish mine still grew like that!’ said Gary, patting his expanding bald spot.

‘I much prefer him with short hair,’ said Sarah.

‘Do you want a coffee, Tris?’

‘Please.’

‘A black coffee would be lovely, thank you, Gary,’ said Sarah. He left the office, and she took out the mortgage application form, scanned it, turned over the paper, and sighed.

‘What?’ said Tristan.

‘I’m just seeing the pitiful amount you’re now earning part time working at the university,’ said Sarah, shaking her head.

‘I’ve got my contract for the agency, and my new tenant’s agreement,’ said Tristan. Sarah looked in the plastic file and pulled out the two documents, flicking through them with a frown on her face.

‘How much work has Kate got for you?’

Tristan noted how Sarah said Kate’s name with an inflection, as she always did when referring to women she disapproved of.

‘I’ve invested in the agency as a partner,’ said Tristan, bristling. ‘The agency pays us both a retainer, regardless of work. It’s all there in the contract.’

‘And has the agency got any work right now?’ she asked, looking up at him.

Tristan hesitated. ‘No.’

Sarah raised her eyebrows and turned back to reading the paperwork. Tristan wanted to defend himself, but he didn’t want to have another argument. In the nine months since he and Kate had started the detective agency, they’d had four cases. Two women had asked them to gather evidence of their husbands’ infidelity. The owner of an office supplier in Exeter had asked them to find out if one of his employees was stealing stock and selling it, which she was, and they’d also done a detailed background check for a local business-woman on a young man she wanted to hire.

Gary appeared at the door with a little tray filled with plastic coffee cups and leaned on the handle with his elbow. Tristan got up and opened the door.

‘The agency income is irregular, and you haven’t filed any tax returns yet,’ said Sarah, holding the Kate Marshall Detective Agency contract between thumb and index finger as if it were a pair of dirty underpants. Gary placed cups of steaming coffee on the desk.

‘The agency also gets income from the caravan site,’ said Tristan.

‘So, when detective work is low, Kate’s got you changing beds and emptying chemical toilets?’

‘We’ve started a business together, Sarah. It takes time to build it up. Kate’s son, Jake, is coming back from university in a couple of weeks. And he’ll be working for us helping to run the caravan site over the summer.’

Sarah shook her head. She’d always been hostile towards Kate, but since he’d gone part time at the university to work at the fledgling detective agency, Sarah’s dislike had gone up another notch. In her mind, Kate was taking Tristan away from a secure job with good benefits. He wished Sarah would accept Kate as his friend and business partner. Kate was smart and never said anything derogatory about Sarah, but Sarah was happy to let rip and rant about Kate and her many faults. Tristan understood why his sister was protective. Their father had left when they were tiny, and their mother had died when Sarah was eighteen and Tristan fifteen. At a very young age, Sarah had had to become the breadwinner and parent.

‘He’s got a tenant now, haven’t you, Tris?’ said Gary, trying to lighten the mood. ‘That’s a nice bit of extra income.’

‘Yeah. The tenancy agreement is there,’ said Tristan.

‘How is it going with the yeti?’ asked Gary. Tristan smiled. His new tenant, Glenn, had dark hair covering every visible piece of skin, as well as a thick, bushy beard.

‘He’s a good bloke. Very tidy. Stays in his room most of the time. Doesn’t really talk,’ said Tristan.

‘Not your type, then?’

‘No, I like a guy with two eyebrows.’

Gary laughed. Sarah looked up from the paperwork.

‘Gary. Now he’s left his full-time job at the university, it’s going to be difficult to approve a remortgage on his flat with what he’s earning … ’

Gary went round the desk and touched her lightly on the shoulders.

‘Let’s have a look. Everything is workable, with a bit of Gary magic,’ he said. She got up and let him sit in the chair, and he pulled up the mortgage application on his screen.

‘You’re lucky that your brother-in-law is a bank manager,’ said Sarah. Tristan’s phone rang in his pocket, and he took it out. Kate’s name flashed up on the screen. ‘Who’s that? This is important.’

‘It’s Kate. I’ll be quick,’ said Tristan, getting up and leaving the small office.

As he walked down the corridor, he heard Sarah’s voice saying, ‘Kate’s all right. She hasn’t got a mortgage on her house …’

‘Hello,’ said Tristan, answering the call. ‘Hang on. I’m at the bank.’ He moved past the line of people waiting for the cash desks, through the foyer, and outside onto the pavement.

‘Did it all go through okay?’ asked Kate.

‘Sarah and Gary are just dealing with it.’

‘Do you want me to call back?’

‘No. I’m good.’

Kate sounded excited when she told him about her phone call with Bev Ellis.

‘This could be a high-profile cold case?’ said Tristan.

‘Yes. But it looks complicated. Joanna Duncan’s disappearance was featured on Crimewatch, and after twelve years, the police still had very little to go on.’

‘Do you think this woman can afford a long investigation?’

‘I don’t know. I’ve been googling. The press made a big thing about Bev being a single mother on a low income.’

‘Right.’

‘But that’s the press, and you know how they like to distort things. She’s recently moved to Salcombe and lives with her long-term boyfriend. Their address is on the millionaires’ row. I’d like to go and meet them, tomorrow, if you’re up for it?’

‘Of course.’

When Tristan came off the phone, he felt a little burst of excitement. He turned to see Sarah emerging from the front entrance of the bank.

‘You owe Gary a pint,’ she said, crossing her arms over her blue blouse against the breeze. ‘He got your remortgage approved and on a much better fixed rate for five years. You’ll save eighty quid a month.’

‘That’s great,’ he said, giving her a hug, feeling relieved. ‘Thanks, sis.’

‘What did Kate want?’

‘We could have a new case, missing person. We’re going to meet the client tomorrow.’

Sarah nodded and smiled. ‘That’s good. You know, Tris, I don’t like being hard on you. I just want you to be okay. I always promised Mum that I would take care of you. And when I bought that flat, it was the first time anyone in our family had owned property. You need to make sure you can keep paying the mortgage.’

‘I know, and I will,’ he said.

‘One day, when you’ve paid it off, you’ll own it properly and you’ll be looked after.’

‘Or I might meet some gorgeous millionaire and he’ll sweep me off my feet,’ said Tristan.

Sarah peered up and down the high street at the smattering of miserable-looking locals. ‘Do you see any millionaires in Ashdean?’

‘Exeter is close by … ’

Sarah rolled her eyes and laughed. ‘Where are you meeting this new client?’

‘Salcombe. She lives in a big house overlooking the bay.’

‘Well. Make sure you don’t solve the case too quickly if she’s paying you by the hour.’
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Kate didn’t sleep well that night. The meeting loomed large in her mind. Had Bev Ellis contacted other private detectives? Exactly how much information had she discovered about Kate online? It was all in the public domain. One click of a mouse, and the Google search results spoke for themselves.

She tossed and turned in bed, running through her past failures. Kate had been a young Met Police officer in London when she discovered that her colleague Peter Conway, a senior police officer, was responsible for the rape and murder of four young women in Greater London. To add to the mess, she’d been romantically involved with Peter and was pregnant with his child when she cracked the case. The tabloid stories had been lurid and intrusive, and the scandal put an end to her career in the force. She subsequently struggled with alcohol addiction, which resulted in her mother and father being granted custody of Kate and Peter’s son, Jake, when he was six years old.

She’d moved to the south coast to rebuild her life, and for the past eleven years, she’d worked as a lecturer in criminology at Ashdean University.

During this time, Myra had been her rock. A good friend and her sponsor in Alcoholics Anonymous, and Kate felt a responsibility to herself, and to Myra, to make her detective agency a success.

At five a.m., Kate got up and went for her regular early-morning swim in the sea. It calmed her to swim out through the still water, with just the sound of a far-off group of seagulls cawing, and as the dawn broke, the sky blazed with blue, pink, and gold.

Kate was waiting outside the house when Tristan pulled up in his blue MINI Cooper.

‘Morning. I got you a coffee,’ he said, holding up a Starbucks cup when she opened the passenger door and got in.

‘Lovely. Double shot?’ she asked, feeling the warmth emanating from the cup on her cold hands.

‘Triple. I didn’t sleep too well.’

He was wearing a dark-blue suit with a white shirt open at the neck, and Kate thought how handsome he looked. She had taken care with what she wore, choosing dark jeans with a white blouse and a smart royal-blue jacket in light wool. Kate took a sip of the coffee, enjoying the hit of caffeine.

‘That’s good; I didn’t sleep that well either.’

‘I’m nervous about this one,’ said Tristan as they drove past the caravan site. ‘I still feel like a rookie.’

‘Don’t be nervous. Bev Ellis is desperate to find out what happened to her daughter, and we’re the people who can find her. Yes?’

Tristan nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘Think about it like that and you won’t be nervous,’ said Kate. She’d been telling herself this as she’d swum and got ready for the meeting and was close to believing it.

‘Did you look Joanna Duncan up online?’ asked Tristan. ‘No one has any clue what happened to her. She disappeared from that multistorey car park on Exeter High Street on a busy Saturday evening. There’s something creepy about it. That she vanished into thin air.’

‘Once I got past all the stories about her disappearance, there was some interesting stuff about her career as an investigative journalist,’ said Kate. ‘She published an exposé on the local member of Parliament at the time, Noah Huntley. He was taking cash bribes to award council contracts. The national tabloids picked up the story, and it triggered a by-election, and he ended up losing his seat.’

‘When was this?’ asked Tristan.

‘Six months before she went missing, March 2002. It will be interesting to find out from Bev what other stories she was working on back then.’

The day quickly warmed up, and for the first time that year, they didn’t need the car heater. They drove along the coast for a few miles, and the Jurassic coastline was breathtakingly beautiful. Kate never took it for granted. It was almost Californian compared to the rest of the UK. They left the coast road to join the motorway for the next forty minutes and then rejoined the coastline when they turned off towards Salcombe. The road wound its way down to the bay, and the houses became grander. Fishing boats and yachts sat on the calm sea, which reflected the sun and the blue sky, like plate glass.

Tristan’s GPS indicated they should take a right turn, which led onto a narrow private road. The trees thinned out, and they reached a high white wall and a gate. Tristan opened his window and pressed a button on a console.

‘What did she say Bill did for a living?’ asked Tristan.

‘I don’t know. Something lucrative, I presume,’ said Kate.

‘He likes his privacy. Look at those huge trees,’ he said, indicating a line of giant fir trees behind the wall. The console crackled.

‘Hello. I can see you. I’ll just buzz you in,’ said Bev’s voice through the intercom. The gate opened, sliding soundlessly to the right. Kate looked up and saw a security camera mounted in a glass dome on one of the gate pillars. They followed a winding paved driveway, which sloped up through a landscaped garden with palms, fig trees, and an assortment of evergreens. The path was lined with beds of evenly spaced tulips in red, white, yellow, and purple, all of which were about to open. The driveway passed along the side of the house and then turned sharply to the left and opened out to a paved parking area. Up close the back of the house was a huge, minimalistic white box. There were no windows at the back, just a small oak door.

They got out of the car, and the door opened. Bev Ellis appeared with a very tall man. Kate noted he was almost half a head taller than Tristan, who was just over six foot. Bev barely came up to his shoulder. There was a strong resemblance with Bev and her daughter. Like Joanna, she was rail thin, with the same strong nose, full-lipped mouth, prominent cheekbones, and blue eyes, but Bev’s skin was pale and crepey, and she had huge bags under her eyes. Her hair was cut in a short pixie crop, which accentuated her prominent ears, and it was dyed a little too dark. She wore a pair of pink Crocs, jeans, and a grubby green fleece. She looked completely out of place, like a lottery winner or a poor out-of-town relative. Kate banished the unkind thought.

Bill looked younger than Bev, thin and muscular with thick grey hair clipped short in a buzz cut. He wore a faded Rolling Stones T-shirt with a gold necklace lying over the top, stonewashed jeans with ripped knees, and bare feet. He had a kind, ruddy face, emphasised by beautiful green eyes.

‘Hello,’ said Bev. She offered a trembling hand to Kate. ‘This is Bill. I want to call him my boyfriend, but we’re a bit past it for all that, ha ha. We’ve been together forever.’

‘Nice to meet you, Kate, and you too, Tristan,’ said Bill, shaking their hands. He was calm in comparison to Bev. Any nerves Kate had about being judged evaporated.

‘I hope you found the ’ouse okay?’ Kate went to answer, but Bev carried on, ‘Of course you did. You’re here! Come in.’

The front door led right into a huge open-plan living area. Floor-to-ceiling glass lined the front of the house, looking out over a terrace and the bay. The floors were white marble with delicate threads of gold and black in the pattern, and there was very little furniture in the vast space. To the left was a living area with a large concrete fireplace. A long white leather sofa sat on top of a white carpet, facing a flat-screen television above the fire.

To the right was a spacious, minimalist kitchen, which was completely white and devoid of anything on the surfaces. Kate wondered how long Bev had been living here. She was a chatty, nervous person. From Kate’s experience, chatty, nervous people liked their space filled with furniture and knickknacks, mirroring their need to fill empty silences.

‘Bloody hell, look at this view!’ said Tristan as they moved closer to the windows. The sweeping panoramic vista looked out over the bay and the sea, uninterrupted by any other houses. The far-off undulating rocks of the Jurassic coastline stretched away into a haze of blue. ‘Sorry. Excuse my language.’

‘It’s okay, love. I think my first words were fucking hell when I first saw it!’ said Bev. There was an awkward silence, and Bev blushed. ‘Sit down; I’ll make some tea and coffee,’ she added, indicating the sofa.

Kate and Tristan sat down and watched as Bill and Bev got things ready. Bev had trouble opening the white cupboard doors, which sat flush, with no handles, and twice she got the wrong door for the fridge.

‘How long has she lived here?’ murmured Tristan. Kate shook her head and busied herself with getting out her notebook and pen.

A few minutes later, Bill and Bev brought over a large cafetière of coffee and a three-tiered cake stand filled with cupcakes and biscuits. Bill sat on the floor, with his back against the stone fireplace. Bev perched on the edge of an armchair next to him.

‘Do you mind if we take notes?’ asked Kate, indicating her notebook. ‘Just so we don’t miss anything.’

‘Yeah, go ahead,’ said Bill. Bev pushed the plunger down on the cafetière and poured the coffee. The room was suddenly thick with silence. Bev’s hands were shaking so badly that Bill had to take over, passing Kate and Tristan their cups.

‘It’s all right,’ said Bill, leaning forward to rub her leg. Bev grabbed his hand. Hers was tiny and birdlike in comparison.

‘Sorry. I’ve been dreading having to talk about this,’ she said, pulling her hand away and wiping it on her trousers. ‘I don’t know where to start.’

‘Why don’t you tell us about Joanna?’ said Kate. ‘What was she like?’

‘I always called her Jo,’ said Bev, sounding surprised at being asked such a simple question. ‘She was a wonderful baby. I had an easy pregnancy. A quick birth, and she was so good and quiet. Her dad was an older guy I dated for a bit. He was twenty-six to my seventeen. He died when Jo was two. Heart attack, unusual for such a young bloke. He had a heart defect he never knew about. We never married, and he was never really in the picture, so I brought Jo up on my own. We were very close. More friends, really, especially when she was older.’

‘What job did you do?’ asked Kate.

‘I was a cleaner for Reed, the company who rent out offices. They had two big spaces in Exeter and Exmouth … I had a council flat for years, on the Moor Side Estate. Then I rented a flat a bit closer to town. I only moved in here two months ago. My landlord gave me notice he was selling up. This is all Bill’s.’

Bill looked up and smiled at her. ‘This is your home now, girl, as much as mine.’

Bev nodded and pulled a ratty piece of tissue from her sleeve and wiped her eyes.

‘How long have you two been together?’ asked Tristan.

‘Gawd. On and off for, what? Thirty years? We never married. We liked having our own space,’ said Bev. Bill nodded. She blushed again, and Kate thought how hollow it sounded. Like a practised line.

‘Did Jo always want to be a journalist?’ asked Kate.

‘Yes. When Joanna was eleven years old, there was this kiddies’ typewriter. The Petite 990. It worked like a proper typewriter. Do you remember the advert? There was this young girl dressed up like Dolly Parton typing away, and the song “9 to 5” played.’

‘I remember,’ said Kate. ‘When was that?’

‘1985.’

Kate did a quick calculation. If Joanna was eleven in 1985, she’d been born in 1974. That meant she had been twenty-eight when she went missing in 2002.

‘In 1985, I was still four years off being born,’ said Tristan, putting up his hand. They all laughed, and the tension in the room eased a little.

‘As soon as Jo saw that advert, she wanted that typewriter for Christmas, but back then, it cost an arm and a leg – thirty quid! I said to ’er, “What are you going to use a typewriter for? It’ll just end up in the cupboard on Boxing Day, collecting dust.” And Jo said, “I can be a news reporter.” I scraped together the thirty quid, begged and borrowed, mainly from Bill … ’

Bill chuckled at the memory, nodding.

‘And I got Jo the typewriter for Christmas. And she kept her word. Every week, she’d type out a newsletter, silly stuff about what had happened to us, or at school. She never stopped writing and asking questions … She was clever. Passed the eleven-plus and got into the grammar school. Jo went on to study journalism at Exeter University and worked as a reporter at the West Country News. Back then, it sold half a million copies a day … She’d been applying for jobs up in London at one of the national newspapers, and she even got an interview … ’ Bev’s voice trailed off. ‘And then, she went missing.’

‘In the months or weeks leading up to Joanna going missing, did her behaviour change? Was she depressed or worried about anything?’

‘No. She was happier than I’d ever seen her.’

‘And you saw her a lot?’

‘A few times a week. We’d talk on the phone most days, more than once. She’d just bought a house in Upton Pyne, a small village on the outskirts of Exeter, with her husband, Fred.’

‘What did you think of Fred?’

‘Fred was – is – a lovely guy. He didn’t do it,’ said Bev instantly. ‘He was home all day. And there were so many witnesses. He was painting their house, and up a ladder … Lots of people saw him in the village and gave him an alibi.’

‘Did anything unusual happen in the run-up to her going missing?’ asked Kate.

‘No.’

‘What was she working on? I read that she was an investigative journalist.’

‘She was working on lots of stories,’ said Bev, looking at Bill.

‘But nothing that would have got her killed or abducted,’ he said.

‘She went to work on Saturday, seventh of September, and then left at five thirty. It was only a short walk to her car, but somewhere along the way, she vanished. Me and Bill had been out that day at Killerton House, about an hour’s drive. We came back in the afternoon. Bill stopped in at the office block his company was remodelling in Exeter; I went home. Then, around seven, I got a call from Fred that Jo hadn’t come home. We called round; no one knew where she was. In the end, Fred drove over and picked me up, and we started looking for her. The police wouldn’t treat her as a missing person for the first twenty-four hours, so we drove round the local hospitals … Then we checked the car park near her office, and her car was still there. We found her mobile phone underneath the car, switched off. There was no fingerprints on it. Not even hers, which made the police think that whoever took her switched it off and wiped their prints off it.’

‘It was the Deansgate car park, and it was demolished a few months later, in 2003?’ asked Tristan.

‘Yes. There’s flats there now,’ said Bev.

‘Joanna, Jo, was an investigative journalist involved in exposing a local MP, Noah Huntley, of bribery. This was back in March 2002, six months before she went missing?’ said Kate.

‘Yes, Jo’s story was picked up by the national newspapers, it triggered a by-election, and Noah Huntley lost his seat, but that was in May, four months before Joanna went missing.’

‘And after he lost his seat, he landed a load of private-sector work, which paid him much more than he ever got as an MP,’ said Bill, shaking his head in disgust.

‘Was Joanna working on any other story which might have put her in danger?’ asked Kate.

‘No, we don’t think so,’ said Bev, looking to Bill. He shook his head. Bev went on. ‘Jo didn’t talk much about stories she was working on, but there was nothing that her boss, her editor, was concerned about … The police talked to that Noah Huntley; I think they were getting desperate because they had no other suspects, but there was no motive for him to do anything to Jo after the article was published, and he had an alibi.’

‘Were there many witnesses who saw Jo before she went missing?’ asked Kate.

‘A couple of people came forward to say they’d seen her come out of the newspaper office. Another old lady remembers her passing the bus stop up to Deansgate. The police got hold of a CCTV image from a camera on the high street, which she passed around twenty to six that evening, but it was facing the other direction from the car park. No one knows what happened after that. It’s like she vanished.’

There was a long silence, and Kate noticed for the first time a clock ticking in the background. Bill put his cup down on the table.

‘Listen. Bev means everything to me,’ he said. ‘I’ve watched her suffer for too long. I can’t do anything to replace Jo, but if Jo was murdered, I want to help find her so Bev can put her to rest … ’ Bev looked down at the tissue she was twisting in her lap, tears running down her crumpled cheeks. ‘If I hire you, I know your investigation isn’t going to take just a few hours. I’m prepared to pay for your time, but I won’t just sign off on a blank cheque. Is that understood?’

‘Of course,’ said Kate. ‘We never make false promises, but every case we’ve taken, we’ve solved.’

Bill nodded for a moment and then got up. ‘If you come with me, there’s something I want to show you.’
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