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Prologue

THE TWO GIRLS CLIMBED OUT OF the car and there it was, in all its glory. Tide House, so white in the morning sun that it hurt their eyes to look at it. The pool blue and glittering. The sea below them partly hidden by trees. Lundy Island on the horizon. They’d driven overnight on Thursday to avoid the traffic on the M5, so they’d arrive as soon as possible after the exams were over, and in time for the weekend. Hannah had needed to be in Millscombe for the weekend. For the festival. For Jake. They’d told their parents that it would be more comfortable to set off late in the evening. After all, the country had been in the middle of a tarmac-melting, climate-emergency heatwave for weeks.

‘Wow!’ Lottie was impressed and it was hard to impress Lottie, super-cool, with her place at St Hilda’s, Oxford, and her model good looks. Her string of super-cool boyfriends. Her sporting prowess. ‘We could be in the Mediterranean.’

Soon, Hannah thought, they’d separate, head off to different universities, different lives. The thought gave her an unexpected and overwhelming sense of relief.

She was dizzy and light-headed after the drive, grateful to have arrived safely. She’d had to persuade her mother that of course she’d be fine coming down early with Lottie. She’d passed her driving test first time, and though the car her parents had given her wasn’t new, it was perfectly reliable. Her father had winked and reminded her mum of their reckless youth, the miles they’d travelled in their crappy minivan. The festivals and the squats.

‘I think we can trust this lovely lass to make it from London to North Devon in one piece. She’s far too sensible already,’ he had said.

So here she was, the stress of A levels over, with her bestie, her saviour, in her parents’ holiday home in North Devon. Three days of freedom, of sunshine, of independence, before the olds turned up with her younger brothers.

Hannah opened the boot and began to pull out the bags. There was a splash, and she turned to see that Lottie had already stripped off and was in the pool, her blonde hair dripping, her face just above the water, grinning.




Chapter One

THE CALL CAME EARLY ON MONDAY morning. Jonathan was out for his morning swim in the sea. It was so hot that Matthew Venn had been tempted to join his husband, but he was fastidious, risk-averse, and the talk of sewage overspills into the estuary turned his stomach. Let Jonathan enjoy the exercise and claim that wild swimming set him up for his day at the Woodyard, the community arts centre that was his pride and joy. Matthew was happy with a tepid shower and a clean shirt. If the heat continued, he might do without the jacket and tie.

His phone rang when he was just out of the shower, and he didn’t bother with a towel, still exhilarated, proud that he could walk naked from the bathroom to the bedroom in an empty house, with only a trace of awkwardness. Nakedness had never been tolerated when he was growing up, and he was still secretly ashamed of his body.

It was Jen Rafferty, his sergeant, the duty detective, on the phone.

‘We have a body, and a missing young woman.’ Jen had lived in Barnstaple for years and had brought up her kids there. Ella was away at university now. Ben walked every morning to the sixth-form college, up the hill in Sticklepath. But Jen had kept the Scouse accent and the chip on her shoulder.

‘Suspicious death?’

‘Unexplained, at least.’

‘Where?’

‘A fancy holiday home out at Millscombe.’ A pause. ‘The owner’s a bit of a celebrity.’

‘Oh?’ North Devon attracted celebrities. Actors, artists, chefs from the television. Most of them from London. Locals couldn’t afford the expensive houses they bought up and treated the newcomers with a mixture of awe and resentment.

‘Yeah, a politician. Even I’d heard of him. A guy called Armstrong. Paul Armstrong. He turned up very early this morning with his wife and two young sons. His daughter and her friend came down on Thursday night, arriving Friday morning. Armstrong found the friend drowned in the pool and the daughter disappeared.’

‘An accidental death?’

Matthew thought a drowning could be accidental, especially if a young person had been drinking, taking drugs. Though the disappearance of the other girl made it suspicious.

‘Unlikely according to Armstrong. The dead lass was a strong swimmer. She’d represented the country in school competitions.’ Jen took a breath. ‘Not given, he thought, to excess, because she hoped for a place in the next Olympics.’

‘How old was she?’

‘They were both seventeen, nearly eighteen. They’d just finished A levels. They came down to celebrate in the sun before the parents arrived with the young boys.’

‘Are you at the scene?’

‘On my way. Ross is with me. He’s driving. I’ve contacted Sal Pengelly.’

Sal was the forensic pathologist.

Jen gave him the postcode. ‘Apparently it’s not very easy to find. There’s a track just past the pub, the Fisherman’s Arms.’ The call ended. Matthew wasn’t sure if that was because Jen was too impatient to sign off properly or because of the dodgy mobile reception that tourists complained about.

He dressed, drank some of the coffee he’d made before showering and left a note for Jonathan. Outside, it was already hot and still.

On the drive, he thought about Paul Armstrong. Jonathan’s secret, guilty pleasure was a particular glossy photo magazine that showed intimate pictures of famous people – the interiors of their immaculately designed houses, their weddings and exotic holidays. Occasionally, when he had nothing better to read, Matthew would glance through it. Once, he was certain, Armstrong had featured on the front cover.

He was, as Jen had said, something of a celebrity. His rise to power had been meteoric. A doctor before being elected to parliament, he was a publicist’s dream. Charming, good-looking, self-deprecating. He must have had his eldest child early, while he was a student, because he was still in his late thirties. Forty at the most. Already a junior minister and tipped for stardom, perhaps the highest office in the land. On the left of the party, but not too far to the left to cause problems for the leadership. Loyal, tactful and not given to public expressions of dissent. Happily married to a childhood sweetheart as far as anyone knew. The cover photo came into Matthew’s head. A family shot. The parents, a teenage daughter and two younger sons, standing together and smiling into the camera. Too good, Matthew had thought even then, to be true. Why had they let the magazine into their home? What had they wanted to prove?

Then, there were implications for the ongoing investigation. The disappearance of a minister’s child would trigger a special protocol. Venn had already phoned Christopher Appleyard, the Chief Constable.

‘Wouldn’t there have been security?’ he’d asked. ‘For a minister’s daughter?’

‘I wouldn’t have thought so. He’s not made the cabinet.’ A pause. ‘Not yet. He’s an ambitious bugger from all I hear.’

Venn thought Appleyard moved in the kind of circles where he might hear.

The chief would have to inform the Home Office, and the Prime Minister would be told. Venn thought that his immediate boss, Superintendent Oldham, would become more ineffective than usual. He wasn’t a man who could cope with pressure and his response would be all panic and bluster. The involvement of the Home Office might release extra resources, though, and they’d need those if a wide-scale search for the politician’s missing daughter became necessary.

Venn was so wrapped up in the bureaucratic details, the hoops he’d have to jump through, a strategy for managing Oldham, that he was driving almost on automatic pilot. He realized with a start that he was approaching his destination.

Millscombe was a hamlet, not a village. No school. No church. A few scattered houses on each side of the narrow road and a pub that must cater for tourists rather than locals. A beer garden and a menu celebrating freshly caught fish, with prices that would send a farm labourer or hotel worker into cardiac shock. As Jen had described, there was a narrow lane just past the pub car park. He spotted a ‘No Through Road’ post and attached to it was a hand-painted sign saying ‘MILLSFEST’ and a finger pointing down the track.

Matthew took the turning carefully. Trees brushed the car on either side. He passed a turning to the right, with a cattle grid, the gate propped open. In the distance a house and outbuildings. There was a banner in the field next to the farm entrance: ‘MILLSFEST’, accompanied by a painted logo. The logo – a cow with musical notes coming out of its mouth – triggered the memory of a conversation with Jonathan. He’d come home a week before with a flyer he’d picked up from work, full of enthusiasm and plans.

‘There’s a new festival just along the coast. A few regulars from the Woodyard are involved. I know you hate anything loud, but it’s mostly folk and acoustic. You’ll love it. I thought I’d get tickets.’

But it seemed that camping would be involved, and Jonathan’s arty friends still intimidated him, so Matthew had said he’d be duty inspector that weekend and would need to stay at home. Jonathan had grinned, knowing perfectly well that this was an excuse, that roughing it really wasn’t Matthew’s thing, but forgiving the lie. Easy and laidback, as he was about everything.

The festival had just happened. Matthew hadn’t remembered the name, but this must be the place. In the end, Jonathan hadn’t been enthusiastic about camping either and had settled for a Saturday day pass. He’d arrived home late on Saturday night, smelling of woodsmoke and beer, after a lift with a non-drinking friend. The friend had come in for coffee. Matthew had already been in bed, not asleep but still irritated by the loud voices and snatches of singing. They’d had, it seemed, a very good time. Jonathan was still raving about it on Sunday morning.

Surely this must be worth exploring? Matthew thought now. The teenagers would have been attracted by a festival within walking distance. Was that why they’d come to North Devon a couple of days before the adults?

Beyond the farm entrance, the lane continued widening a little, and the view opened up, so Matthew could glimpse the sea on the horizon, caught between two headlands. And then, at the end of the track, there was a gate, open now, with a uniformed officer standing next to it. A wooden sign with Tide House burned into it. Then the house itself, built, Matthew guessed, in the 1930s, a whitewashed bungalow, with slightly curved walls, surrounded by a curved crazy-paved terrace. Lots of glass. Art deco? Art nouveau? Jonathan would know. Matthew parked next to Ross May’s car and followed the sound of voices to the seaward side of the building.

Passing the house, he came to the swimming pool. It was tiled blue, but the water seemed an even deeper colour now because it reflected the cloudless sky. The land dropped away quickly beyond it. A wooded valley must lead down to the sea. Unless there was a public footpath through the garden, the cove at the bottom would be inaccessible to anyone but the homeowner. It was, Matthew thought, as close to paradise as it could be. In this weather at least. Not so much fun in a winter westerly gale with lashing rain and the track turned into a mud bath.

The young woman’s body had been pulled out of the pool and was lying on the terrace.

Venn stood for a moment, unnoticed, looking in at the scene. The couple stood to one side with a uniformed officer. They looked up when he approached.

‘We needed to be sure that she was dead.’ Armstrong seemed horrified. They’d covered the body with a large towel, but his eyes kept straying towards it. He must have seen dead bodies when he was a junior doctor, but he’d known this person, and his daughter was still missing. Of course he’d be distraught. His accent was different from what Matthew had been expecting. There was definitely a northern edge, flat vowels. Matthew thought he’d heard the man speak before. There’d been radio interviews, television appearances, not just on news broadcasts. He’d first come to public notice, appearing on television, speaking about fitness and well-being, implying that anyone could be as healthy as him with just a little effort. Perhaps he modified his voice when he was speaking in public. All politicians were actors.

His wife was standing a short distance away from the group and was on her phone. She was as Matthew had remembered her from the photo, a bit boho for an MP’s wife. No make-up, cropped jeans, a cheesecloth top that might have come straight from the seventies, red leather sandals. Sandy hair that looked tousled and untidy, but which could have been some sort of fashion statement.

‘Cath’s trying to get through to Lottie’s mother,’ Armstrong said. ‘A horrible job, but of course she needs to know. She might want to come down. She’s a single mother and Lottie was an only child. They must have meant everything to each other.’

‘Lottie’s the dead girl?’ Matthew worried briefly about the language. Was a seventeen-year-old still a girl? A woman? Of course, it hardly mattered. Lottie was dead and her friends and family wouldn’t be concerned about semantics. But these things made him ridiculously anxious. He’d grown up in an enclosed evangelical community, cut off, separate, and he still felt that he was apart, that the social world was a minefield, just waiting for him to set off an explosion.

‘Yes. Charlotte. Charlotte Cauldwell. Known to everyone as Lottie. She and Hannah have been friends for a while. They were at the same school.’ He looked up. ‘I don’t understand. Where is Hannah? She must have been taken. She wouldn’t run away if Lottie was in trouble.’

Matthew had already thought of kidnap as a possibility. Perhaps the friend had just got in the way. What did politicians call it? Collateral damage. Armstrong must have money to have been able to afford this place. More money even than a minister’s salary. So why, he thought again, expose your family to the publicity of a magazine like Home Interiors? A sort of hubris or a desire for validation?

Cath Armstrong finished her call. Just of that generation when women in public life still routinely took their husbands’ names, she was known as Armstrong. She was crying. Fat tears were rolling down her cheeks.

‘Elaine can’t believe it. She’s organizing a car to bring her down.’

Someone else with money. The thought came unbidden. It seemed to Venn that he’d inherited a tricky relationship with money from his religious parents. He’d grown up within the Barum Brethren, a small West Country sect, certain and implacable. Despite having been cast out, ‘unfellowshipped’ when he lost his faith, he’d not been able to shake off entirely their strict morality. He still felt a little guilt about the lifestyle that he and Jonathan had achieved. The Brethren had always had an ambiguous attitude to wealth. They took the Bible literally, so saw it as a bar to paradise. In theory. In reality, rich people had been given status and power, a kind of reverence.

‘We’re organizing a search for your daughter,’ Matthew said. Jen and Ross were already in the house. They’d asked for permission to go into the building as soon as they’d arrived. They’d bring in the specialist team to widen the search. Maybe the coastguard and the Exmoor rescue group. It would be a logistical nightmare. All those people would need feeding. Accommodation if the search wasn’t quickly over, and at the start of the busiest holiday season that would be almost impossible. He turned to Cath. ‘I assume you’ve already tried calling your daughter’s mobile?’

‘Of course! We started calling when we were almost here. Not before that, because we thought they’d both be asleep. It just went through to voicemail. I’ve been trying ever since. The same thing.’ She was restless and fidgety. He knew she was thinking she should be doing more to find her daughter. That Matthew should be doing more. It would take time to bring the search team in, but she wouldn’t be interested in the detail. Matthew understood her need to see action.

‘If you give my colleague the number,’ he said gently, ‘we should be able to find out where and when it was last used.’

‘Oh yes! Of course!’

‘When did you last hear from her?’

‘She texted on Friday morning to say they’d arrived safely. Nothing since then, but we weren’t really expecting it.’ Cath paused. ‘Teenagers, they’re so wrapped up in their own world. Why would they?’

‘There was a music festival at the farm over the weekend. Were the girls planning to go to that?’

The parents looked at each other. ‘I don’t remember Hannah mentioning it, but if it was at the farm, I’m sure she’d want to be there,’ Cath said in the end. ‘Did she talk about it to you, Paul?’

He shook his head, as if the question had little meaning. Matthew supposed a minister would have his head full of other things and family issues would come at the bottom of the heap.

‘Have there been any specific threats to you?’ The question was directed to the husband. ‘Anything we should know about?’

The man shook his head. Frustration more than denial. ‘The usual bile on social media. I stopped reading the stuff. It’s all mostly pathetic and sad. Ignorant, left-behind folk letting out their frustration on the wrong people.’

‘We’ll have to check.’ Another job for the specialists, Matthew thought. The digital team. The Home Office would probably get involved again. Or the security services. ‘Is it general knowledge that you own this house?’

‘It’s hard to keep anything secret these days, isn’t it? We were hoping to have it as a bolthole. An escape from the world. But we employ a gardener to keep on top of things over the spring and summer. A cleaner to tidy up when we leave. We were seen on the beach once – there’s a public path down through the woods from the pub if you know where to find it – and of course everyone can take a photo with their mobile. Word got out, first here in North Devon, then more widely. There’s resentment about second homes. Apparently, I’m betraying my working-class roots. I can understand it, but this place cost a bloody fortune, and I can’t imagine that many locals would have been able to afford it.’

Cath had been growing more and more impatient. Matthew thought the conversation had skimmed over her head, like a flat pebble skimming over water, only touching down occasionally. He’d talk to her again when she was feeling a little less fraught.

‘I can’t stand this.’ Her voice was shrill and loud. She’d obviously made an effort to be calm when she’d been talking to Lottie’s mother. ‘Just standing here chatting. I’m going to look for Hannah.’

She ran off, very quick and light on her feet, disappearing towards the sea before Matthew could stop her.




Chapter Two

CATH ARMSTRONG COULDN’T THINK STRAIGHT. IT wasn’t just the panic of finding Lottie dead and her daughter having disappeared. That was a bizarre nightmare, but she’d have been knackered anyway. She’d shared the overnight driving with her husband but had hardly even dozed when it was her turn to rest. As soon as she’d taken over, Paul had fallen fast asleep, the passenger seat tilted back. Not snoring exactly, but breathing heavily and rhythmically, the noise soporific, so she’d had to open the window to keep herself awake. Yet, when it was her turn to nap, she’d found it impossible. Insomnia had always been a curse, even when she was a teenager. Now, exhaustion and anxiety were muddling her thoughts. It was a struggle to believe that Lottie was actually dead, and that Hannah had disappeared into thin air. The day was turning into a blur, spiked by moments of sparkling light and sharp shadows.

The steep path to the beach led through woodland, the trees stunted by the wind and the shade in the combe, so the light filtered through, dappled on last autumn’s dropped dead leaves. If Hannah was hiding away anywhere, surely it would be here? Her car had still been outside the house and inland she only had the farm and the village to head out for. If she’d reached those, she’d have got in touch with them, answered their phone calls. Cath thought there must be some logical explanation. She was given to panic and fearing the worst. Paul was always telling her to be more positive, and now she tried to follow his advice. Lottie’s death must be an accident – tragic of course, but not sinister – and Hannah would be here on the beach, perhaps with that local boy from the farm she’d taken a shine to. She wouldn’t even know that Lottie was dead. Cath conjured up the image of a fire, encircled by pebbles, the ashes still warm, and her daughter lying sleepily on the dry sand in the arms of a handsome young man. It was the sort of thing she’d have done when she was young.

As she skittered down the footpath, she shouted, ‘Hannah, pet! Where are you?’

She wasn’t even too disappointed or panicked when there was no reply, because her daughter would be on the beach, not in the woods, wouldn’t she? With the boy from the farm. Asleep after a night of sex and cheap red wine.

The path was rocky where the soil had worn away. To her right there was the stream, hardly more than a trickle after a month of drought. Beyond that, the silhouette of the ruined watermill that had given the combe its name. Cath was wearing sandals and had to watch where she was putting her feet, not looking ahead, so it was almost a shock, a jolt, when the ground levelled, and she came out onto the narrow beach. There must have been an early morning high tide, receding now, because the emerging strip of sand was dark and smooth, perfectly clean. No debris. No footprints. No beautiful girl sleeping with a good-looking boy. Cath was hit again by reality. Lottie was dead, and she’d swum for England in international schoolgirl competitions, so she wouldn’t just drown. And Hannah was missing. Paul was a fixer. He could sort out most of the family’s problems, through his contacts or his cleverness. But this was something he wouldn’t be able to fix. She sat on the dry sand that the tide hadn’t reached and started crying again.

The cove was surrounded by two low headlands. Seabirds were breeding on the cliffs and the noise of their calls drowned out the sound of the water which was calm and oily. Cath didn’t realize that someone was behind her until they tapped her gently on her shoulder. She turned and saw a tall woman, of about her own age, with wiry red hair. The sun had brought out her freckles. The woman sat down beside her.

‘I’m Jen. Jen Rafferty. Inspector Venn’s sergeant.’ The voice was quite unexpected. Scouse. Out of place here on this idyllic beach in North Devon. But Cath had often felt out of place here too. And in their smart north London home. It was only when she saw the Angel of the North on the skyline and crossed the Tyne Bridge into Newcastle that she had a sense of true belonging. She was, as Paul called her, a sentimental Geordie.

The sergeant spoke again. ‘Did you think Hannah might be here?’

‘She loves the beach. For the boys, it’s the pool, games, diving and jumping, but Hannah was always a little mermaid. She’s most at home in the sea.’

‘Tell me about her.’

That surprised Cath. She’d expected questions, action, not a chat. But still, she found herself talking.

‘We were too young when I had her. Students. Paul was doing medicine, so you’d think we’d have known better, but sometimes these things happen, don’t they? And we were excited. Those days everything seemed possible, easy. We didn’t think a baby would change our lives so much. We’d carry on in the same way but just take her with us.’

‘Did it work out like that?’

‘It kind of did.’ Cath found herself smiling, thinking of those days in dreadful student flats in Newcastle, brightened by cheap rugs and home-painted charity shop furniture. Hannah in a makeshift carrycot in the corner while they partied with friends, the child asleep despite the noise of the music. ‘But she was an easy baby. I’m not sure it would have been so possible with the boys.’

‘Were you doing medicine too?’

‘No.’ Again, the thought of that made Cath smile. ‘Languages were my thing. French and Russian, but I dropped out because I couldn’t do the compulsory year abroad. Not with Hannah.’

‘That must have been tough.’

‘It was. I always thought I’d go back to it, but it never worked out. Paul’s career took up so much time. And then he got into politics too. Stood for the council first. Every night a meeting. Even worse when he became an MP.’

‘So,’ the detective said, ‘you were at home, holding it all together?’

‘Aye, something like that. Especially when the boys came along. Financially, things were easier of course. We all moved to London to be close to Paul when he became an MP but I’m a Northerner at heart and I missed the support of my friends and family.’

‘And Hannah? What did she make of her dad being in the public eye?’

‘She struggled.’ It was, Cath realized, a kind of confession. To herself as well as Jen Rafferty. ‘She was a shy, timid little thing, and our house was always full of people and noise. I didn’t mind the role of an MP’s wife. I liked being a part of the decision-making, even on the edges. I thrived on the chaos. It never occurred to me that all those people intimidated her. Perhaps I didn’t give her enough time, didn’t listen enough.’ Cath paused. She expected the other woman to jump in with a question – most of her female friends were better at talking than listening – but Rafferty just stared out towards the sea, so Cath continued talking.

‘Hannah found it hard going back to school after Covid. Of course, our place was very different during the pandemic. Quiet. Paul went back to working for the NHS in London, filling gaps wherever he was needed – he wasn’t a minister then – so usually it was just me and the kids there. Hannah spent a lot of time in her room. The boys were very young, so I thought she needed a bit of calm for the Zoom teaching. She was in the third year of secondary school when she went back. Without thinking, we’d sent her to our local comp. It was a brilliant school, one of the reasons why we chose to live where we did. Paul and I are both against private education.’

‘She didn’t settle?’

‘It was a nightmare. Every morning was a battle. She was physically sick. We stuck it out for a term, but if anything, it was getting worse.’ Cath stopped suddenly and turned to the woman. ‘Look, shouldn’t we be searching for her? Why are we just sitting here chatting?’

‘Other people will be searching for her,’ Rafferty said. ‘This is important. I need to understand her.’ A pause. ‘I’ve got a lass who’s just started uni. I’m a single mam. I know teenagers aren’t easy.’

‘She never got into any bother,’ Cath said. The northern accent was getting stronger. She felt easy, as if she were talking to one of her mates back home. ‘No drugs, no coming home pissed. Nothing like that.’ As soon as the last sentence came out, though, she knew that wasn’t true. It wasn’t a lie exactly, because Cath had only had her suspicions, but it wasn’t the whole truth.

‘You were worried about her?’

‘I was. We were …’ Though Paul had never been quite as worried as she was, Cath thought. He was always too busy. Not just with parliamentary stuff, but all the media, the after-dinner speeches, the well-being podcast that had done so well and allowed them to buy this house in North Devon.

‘In the end, we took her out of the academy and started her in a private day school close to home. Just girls and small classes. Against all our principles, but sometimes they have to come second, don’t they?’

‘Did it help?’ It sounded as if Jen Rafferty was genuinely curious.

‘It did. At first at least. Lots of the girls had parents who were famous for one reason or another. She didn’t stand out or get bullied because her father appears on the telly. She’s a grafter and did really well in her GCSEs. She’s into environmental science. She’s got a university place if her A levels are good enough.’

‘But more recently?’

Cath knew that things had changed lately but thought this wasn’t the time to talk about that. No need for the police to get involved. Paul would have a fit if the incident became public, and it could have nothing to do with Hannah’s disappearance.

She shrugged. ‘She’s a teenager. Raging hormones. They’re all desperate to fit in, aren’t they?’

‘Ah,’ Jen said. ‘Not the easiest to live with. Boyfriend? Girlfriend?’

‘She wasn’t in a relationship with Lottie, if that’s what you mean. Not, of course, that we’d mind.’ Cath was about to say that some of their best friends were gay, but stopped herself, just in time. Wasn’t that the sentence mocked by some of her friends?

‘Anyone else special in Hannah’s life?’

‘She did have a thing with the lad who lives at the farm on the edge of the village when we were here at Easter. Or, if not a fling as such, then a friendship. Intense. You know, as only they can be in their late teens.’

‘What’s his name?’ The question sounded casual, but Cath could tell that the detective thought this was important.

‘Jake. Jacob. Jacob Brennan. He’s a bit older, but not away at college. He works for his dad. We only met him properly a few times when Hannah brought him to the house for supper or to use the pool.’

Cath was expecting more questions about Jacob, but the detective’s focus shifted again.

‘Tell me about Lottie.’ Jen Rafferty was looking at the sea, at the shallow waves sliding across the sand, as if she had nothing better to do than sit here in the sunshine, topping up her tan.

Cath felt impatient again. Angry. ‘What do you need to know?’

‘Did she have any problems? Was she happy? Stable? Confident?’

‘Are you thinking that she might have killed herself? No! If anything, she was too confident!’ As soon as the words were out, Cath wished she could suck them back.

‘Oh?’

Now she’d started Cath couldn’t stop. All her resentment at Lottie came spilling out. ‘She was one of those girls that have everything: brains, looks, money, a mother who adores her.’

‘A bit spoiled, you’re saying?’

‘Maybe.’ Cath struggled to find the words to explain. ‘She was used to everything going her way. It made her seem entitled. A bit entitled.’

‘But Hannah got on okay with her?’

‘Oh yes, Hannah was thrilled when Lottie decided that they’d be best friends.’

‘You don’t sound too enthralled by the friendship.’

There was a moment of silence. ‘Oh no, I was delighted,’ Cath said. Because she wasn’t stupid. If Lottie hadn’t killed herself, and her drowning wasn’t some dreadful accident, then it must be murder. Hannah had disappeared, so it made sense that the police would be considering her a suspect. ‘Besides, it didn’t matter what I thought, did it? I was just pleased that Hannah had found a friend.’




Chapter Three

MATTHEW LEFT THE TEAM AT THE scene. The space in front of the house was already crowded with vehicles belonging to the crime scene manager and the first members of the specialist search team to turn up at the locus. Matthew told his DC, Ross May, that he was going to Millscombe Farm to chat to the neighbours. Jen was staying with the mother so Venn said the DC was in charge here at the house until the sergeant returned. Ross loved that. It still didn’t take much for power to go to his head.

As Matthew was walking back up the lane, enjoying the peace and the time to think, he received a text from Jen: Apparently Hannah had some sort of relationship with a lad who lived at the farm. Name of Jacob.

All the more reason, then, to talk to the farmer. Away from the Armstrongs’ bungalow, everything was very quiet. He could hear chiffchaffs singing in the thick hedges, and swallows dipped overhead. His father had been a bit of a birdwatcher, and Matthew still noticed these things. He paused for a moment at the farm gate and looked back towards the coast. Because of the twist in the lane, the bungalow was invisible. He took a photo of the scene on his phone, then of the poster advertising MillsFest. He hadn’t heard of any of the groups or singers mentioned. His sheltered upbringing meant that he’d missed out on popular culture when he was growing up, and he suspected that this festival had been aimed at people of his age, not at teenagers. Jonathan wouldn’t have been quite so enthusiastic if the music had been more contemporary.

He had to walk a little way along the track before he had a clear view of the farmhouse ahead of him. It lay beyond a meadow, and the house and outbuildings were sheltered by a strip of woodland. They were stone-built and solid, the sun behind them throwing a shadow. Beyond the house, a traditional lowland landscape that might not have changed in centuries. Small fields where cattle grazed, separated by hedges, sloped to a stream. The hedges bent away from the prevailing westerly wind and were still flecked with blossom. Everything looked warm and glowing in the buttery light.

The stream curved and eventually, Matthew thought, would make its way to the sea. It formed one border of the wide meadow, which earlier in the spring had probably been covered with wildflowers. This must have been the venue for the festival; the grass was flattened, trampled. In the distance, beyond the meadow, there was another patch of woodland. This was indistinct, shifting in a heat haze. An open-sided barn next to the house must have held the stage.

Matthew could see a figure, a silhouette against the bright morning light, halfway across the meadow. It was impossible to tell age or gender. They were walking slowly backwards and forwards. Matthew had been intending to call first at the house, but instead he went through another gate which was already open and walked towards the individual, who was quartering the ground, head down, focused, it seemed, on some task. So focused that they didn’t realize anyone was approaching until Matthew was almost within touching distance.

It was a young man with wild hair, dressed in shorts. He was carrying a black bin bag and the sort of instrument used by street cleaners. He looked at Matthew, not hostile, but curious.

‘Can I help you?’ A Devon voice.

‘Clearing up after the weekend?’ Matthew was curious too.

‘Yeah, we did most of it yesterday evening, but there’s still a bit along the edges, and we’ve got more campers arriving this afternoon.’

‘Are you Jacob?’

The young man gave a nervous smile. ‘Jake, yeah. Only my gran and the teachers ever called me Jacob.’

‘I’m a police officer,’ Matthew said. No need now to go in with his rank. ‘I’m looking for Hannah Armstrong. Her parents are worried about her.’

‘Oh!’ He sounded suddenly anxious, intimidated. ‘Is it this morning they were coming?’ He nodded towards the house. ‘She’s sleeping it off. We were really good all weekend, stayed pretty sober, and then when the punters left yesterday afternoon, we had our own party last night.’

‘So, she’s here? Can I see her?’

‘I guess. It’s about time she woke up anyway.’ A pause. ‘Mum’ll go ape if she knows Hannah’s parents are worried. She wasn’t even sure she should let her stay in my room.’

Matthew’s first thoughts were that he’d overreacted. What a fool he’d look, calling out the search team, putting Appleyard on high alert, and stoking up the parents’ anxieties! He should let them know at once that Hannah was safe. But not yet, he decided immediately afterwards. Let me talk to her first, before the parents rush in with their tears of relief, their hugs and their recriminations. Let me find out if Hannah is really safe and what happened to Lottie.

Jake led him through a back door into a cramped room with coat pegs and boots, a cage for a dog and a large chest freezer, and then into the kitchen. A middle-aged woman was frying bacon in a pan on the Aga, her face red from the heat of the range. She wore jeans and a T-shirt, covered by a floral apron, and she turned when she saw her son.

‘Breakfast in ten minutes.’ Her voice wasn’t local. Northern. Broader than Cath Armstrong’s but from the same end of the country.

Then she noticed Matthew. ‘Are you one of our guests? We weren’t expecting you just yet, but no problem. Give us half an hour and Jake here will make sure everything’s ready for you.’

Matthew thought that very little would throw her.

Now Jake looked as red as she did. ‘He’s a policeman, Mum. Hannah’s parents have arrived, and they called her in as missing.’

The woman looked across at Matthew and shook her head, implying, Young people today. No thought for their elders.

She wiped a hand on her apron and held it out. ‘I’m Tess. Tessa Brennan.’ A little laugh. ‘They’ve no manners, have they, these young things.’

She looked over Matthew’s shoulder to her son. ‘Well, you’d best go and get her then. Her parents must be in a dreadful state if they called the police. Poor things. I suppose in their position, with all the hassle politicians get these days, they have to be careful.’

Jake walked on through the kitchen and Matthew heard footsteps on wooden stairs. He was tempted to follow, but Hannah was probably not dressed. He might be almost comfortable now with his own nakedness, but the thought of confronting a seventeen-year-old girl in her bedroom horrified him. Jake had left the kitchen door open, and he expected to hear voices. The woman lifted slices of bacon onto a plate and put them in the bottom of the oven to keep warm.

There were more footsteps and Jake appeared in the doorway.

‘Well?’ The woman sounded impatient. ‘Is she on her way?’

‘She’s not there.’ Jake frowned. ‘I checked the bathroom. And her clothes have gone.’

‘That’s very thoughtless. Not like Hannah at all. I suppose she remembered her folk were turning up this morning. Must have been early, though. She didn’t come this way while I was here.’ She reached for the pan again and was about to crack eggs into it.

‘She was still fast asleep when I got up.’ Jake seemed confused.

‘Could I have a look?’ Matthew thought they’d almost forgotten that he was there.

The pair stared at him.

‘This is about more than a missing teenager,’ he said. A hurried explanation. ‘Hannah’s friend Lottie is dead. Mr and Mrs Armstrong found her when they arrived this morning. It really is very important that we find Hannah. You do see?’

The woman seemed to take in the implication of Matthew’s words before her son. He continued staring, stunned.

‘Of course! Take the man upstairs, lad!’

Matthew was already at the door. ‘Could you show me?’

Jake showed him into a front bedroom, with two windows that let in the light. It was obviously his room, and the couple had been sleeping here together. His clothes were piled on one of the chairs, and a pair of trainers lay next to the double bed. The cover was old, handmade patchwork. The work perhaps of the grandmother who always called him Jacob. It had been flung back. There were bare floorboards painted white and coloured rugs bright in the sunshine. This didn’t seem like the room of an angst-ridden teenager, but Matthew thought he knew nothing about young people. There was no sign of Hannah.

‘I don’t understand.’ Jake’s voice was confused, distressed. ‘Where is she?’

‘What time did you leave her?’

‘Five-ish. It was already light. I hadn’t really slept, and I thought I’d get the site cleared before she woke, so we could spend the full day together.’ Now his voice was wistful.

He loves her! Matthew thought.

‘And she was definitely still there when you left?’

‘Oh yes!’

‘You hadn’t had an argument? There was no reason for her to have run off.’

‘No!’ He had light, sandy hair, and the sort of face that flushed easily. He was blushing now. ‘We’d had a lush evening. You know, the sort of time you know you’ll remember for ever.’ He stared at Matthew. ‘You say her friend is dead?’

Matthew nodded. ‘Was she here last night too?’

Jake shook his head. ‘She was here during the day, but she left at about six. This wasn’t her scene, she said. It was as if she was too sophisticated for us. Like we were yokels. Quite a lot of the holidaymakers are a bit like that. They come for a taste of rural life, but they don’t like it so much when they get it. The smell of cow muck and silage. I was worried that Hannah would leave too, but she didn’t. Lottie was upset about that. I think she was used to getting her own way.’

‘They had a row?’

Jake shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. Nothing quite like that. Hannah just said she was staying, and she’d see Lottie back at Tide House – that’s what they call that place.’ A pause. ‘Lottie kind of flounced off.’ Another pause, his voice uncertain, dazed. ‘You’re saying she’s dead? How did she die?’

‘We don’t know yet.’

‘You will find Hannah?’

‘Oh yes.’ Matthew hoped he sounded reassuring. ‘We will find her.’

When they returned to the kitchen, Jake’s father had just come through the door. Tessa was pouring boiling water into a teapot. Venn had his own expectation of a farmer – a taciturn man, dressed in overalls, more used to dealing with animals and the soil than people. Matthew might have been born and raised in North Devon, but he’d been a town boy, living in Barnstaple with his devout parents. He knew very little about the countryside apart from walks with his father. This man was quite different from the image he’d created. He might have been a rock band’s roadie. His hair was dark and long, tied back into a ponytail, and he wore a T-shirt with a dragon on the front and shorts.

‘Mr Brennan.’ Matthew held out his hand. ‘I’m DI Venn.’

The man walked across and shook it. ‘Bob Brennan.’ He grinned. His teeth looked very white in his suntanned face. ‘What are you doing here, then?’ His voice was broad Devonian, rich and creamy. Curious but not anxious.

‘We’ve been looking for Hannah.’ Jake sounded panicky now. ‘She’s not upstairs.’

‘She’ll have gone back then, won’t she, to her fancy-pants parents? Did they call the police to check where she stayed the night? They wouldn’t send a detective out looking for one of our girls. But an MP’s daughter, that’s different.’

The tone was still slow and easy, but Matthew could sense the bitterness beneath it.

‘Hannah’s friend is dead,’ Matthew said. ‘Of course we’re concerned.’

‘That Lottie? You’re saying she’s dead?’

Matthew nodded. ‘You knew her?’

‘I met her on Saturday at the festival,’ Brennan said. ‘Hannah introduced us. A sparky little thing. Hard to believe …’ His voice tailed off, then he looked up. ‘What happened?’

‘We don’t know yet, but that’s why we’re here.’ Matthew was speaking to both parents now. ‘Neither of you saw Hannah leaving this morning?’

‘No,’ Tessa said. ‘I assumed she was in bed, maybe with a bit of a hangover.’

‘What time were you up?’

She looked at her husband. ‘You were away before me for milking. I didn’t come down until about eight. It was a late night and a relief to have a bit of peace with all the visitors gone.’

‘Would she have come through the kitchen to leave the house?’

Tessa gave a little laugh. ‘The only way. The front door’s locked and I can’t remember the last time I saw the key. Everyone comes in through the back. The postie leaves any parcels in the porch at the front, but we have to go round to fetch them.’

So, Matthew thought, Hannah must have left between five and eight. They didn’t have an accurate time of death for Lottie, and the Armstrong family had arrived at Tide House at seven-thirty. In theory, Hannah was still a potential killer. They needed to find her.

‘Do you have anyone staying in your glamping pods?’

‘Only in one. An American couple. Geoff and Karen Kinzalow. The rest left yesterday afternoon as the festival was winding down. The Kinzalows are here for another three days.’

‘Thanks.’ Matthew moved towards the door. A collie was curled up in the little room beyond and looked up at him. ‘Someone might be along later to chat to you.’

Jake was on his feet and following. ‘Can I come? I want to help look for Hannah.’

‘Tide House is out of bounds for the moment. But please do look for Hannah on the farm. I’ll let you know when we find her.’

If we find her.

Matthew walked slowly back down the track and through the gate. Someone had torn down the MillsFest poster.

He’d started walking down the lane towards the smart white house when his phone buzzed. There was a text from Jen Rafferty.

We’ve found another body. Hannah Armstrong.




Chapter Four

MATTHEW COULD HEAR CATH ARMSTRONG SCREAMING before he reached the entrance to Tide House land. It was a primeval howl of pain and it reminded him of the long call of the herring gull: nerve-shattering, ear-splitting. He nodded to the constable at the gate and turned a corner to see a group of people, still standing, a frozen, horrified tableau, in the sunlit front garden. Jen Rafferty was holding the woman, and the husband was looking on, apparently helpless. There was, Matthew saw with relief, no sign of the young boys, though surely they would hear the sound even from inside the house? He wondered who was with them. Ross May wasn’t part of the group, so perhaps Jen had sent him in to be childminder. He wouldn’t enjoy that.

Jen saw Matthew approaching over Cath’s shoulder and gently prised herself away, passing the woman to her husband. Cath seemed not to notice the change in contact and clung to him as she had to the detective.

Jen gestured to Matthew to follow her and showed him to the beginning of the path that led down the combe to the beach. There was the noise of water – the gentle murmur of waves on the beach below and something closer and more vibrant. The shallow stream that he’d seen from the farm trickling here over a rocky bed, hidden by trees.

‘Cath found her,’ she said. ‘She hasn’t stopped screaming since.’

They walked in single file until they were halfway down the slope. A uniformed officer was just visible.

‘Hannah was in the farmhouse until early this morning.’ Matthew remembered how he’d almost phoned the parents to tell them that their daughter was safe. He couldn’t imagine how dreadful that would have been – to give them false hope just before the body was found.

They stayed on the path and looked across at the crime scene. The crime scene manager was already there. Matthew couldn’t see a body immediately. There was the skeleton of a building, not big enough even for a cottage. The old watermill, he realized, a round millstone lying on its side, covered in lichen. One collapsed wall, less than a metre high, seemed to be the focus of the professional’s attention.

‘I missed her on the way down to the beach,’ Jen said. ‘I was so focused on where I was putting my feet, worried about going arse over tit. Cath was walking ahead of me on the way back up and saw a shoe. Hannah’s shoe. She rushed over and picked it up before I could stop her. It’s been bagged now. From there, she saw the lass, just the other side of that stone wall.’ A pause. ‘I had to follow Cath, or she’d still be there with her daughter. Holding her in her arms. Screaming.’ Jen paused again for a moment. ‘We’ll have mucked up any footwear prints.’

‘I suspect there wouldn’t be much to see anyway.’ It was all dead leaves from last autumn and bare rock where the millstream had carved its way to the beach. No mud or bare soil. Little chance of footwear marks. ‘Did you get any idea about cause of death?’

‘Blunt force trauma, I think. There was a wound on the back of the head. But Sal Pengelly will make her way from the house soon.’ Jen turned her head until she was facing Matthew. ‘She reckons Lottie might have been killed in the same way, before being thrown into the pool. Though she could have slipped or tripped and hit her head on the way down.’

‘That would be something of a coincidence, don’t you think? We should work on the hypothesis that both women were bludgeoned to death, until we know anything different. Did they die at the same time, I wonder? Or did Hannah come back to find Lottie dead?’ Matthew was talking to himself, his voice so low that Jen could hardly hear.

The crime scene manager had wound a tape around the trees, marking a boundary. Matthew was pleased that he’d fastened it the right way up. He was irrationally upset when the blue writing on the crime tape was upside down. He moved so he could see Hannah’s body on the other side of the mill wall. She was as dark as her friend was fair. Less perfect. Less groomed. She wore a sleeveless T-shirt and shorts. One shoe. A red espadrille. The other bagged by the CSIs. A matching little red cardigan had fallen open to reveal one shoulder. Were these the clothes she’d been wearing to the festival the day before? Jacob would know. She was slight and dark and was lying on her back. Matthew could clearly see the blood that had seeped into the ground. Around her, in the shadow of the wall, green shoots and a few remaining bluebells, well past their best, dying, crushed in places by Cath Armstrong and Jen Rafferty.

‘Poor lass.’ There was a catch in Jen’s throat. ‘Her whole life ahead of her.’

Jen had a daughter not much older who’d started at university in Bristol the year before.

‘I’ll have to go back to the farm and tell the Brennans.’ Matthew was thinking of Jacob, in love.

Jen looked surprised.

‘I promised I would,’ Matthew said, ‘and the son was her lover. They slept together last night.’

‘A suspect then?’

‘Oh, at this stage, isn’t everyone a suspect?’

He turned and walked up the steep path to Tide House. In the garden, Cath Armstrong had stopped screaming, and everything seemed unnaturally quiet.

Venn stopped on his way to the farm to phone Appleyard. He’d asked Jen to tell Oldham that the Armstrong girl was dead too, but he didn’t trust the superintendent to pass on the facts calmly to the Chief Constable. Oldham would want someone else to take responsibility, perhaps a team from Exeter or Plymouth. He’d never completely trusted Matthew. After all, Matthew was married to a man, he didn’t understand rugby and he didn’t drink beer, unless it was the fancy continental stuff. Besides, the superintendent would want someone from another region to blame if the case went tits up.

The Chief Constable answered immediately. ‘Any news?’ Oldham couldn’t yet have passed on the message.

‘We’ve found another body.’

‘The Armstrong girl?’

‘Yes, the mother found her. No doubt about the identity.’

A brief silence on the end of the line before Appleyard continued. ‘This’ll be a shitstorm then. Box 500 might want scrutiny in case there’s some political motivation.’

‘Box 500?’

‘MI5.’

Venn thought this was well outside his area of experience or expertise. Perhaps Oldham was right, and they should bring in someone from outside.

Appleyard seemed to guess what Matthew was thinking. ‘You’ll be SIO of course. But it’ll be a category A murder, so you’ll get all the resources you need.’ A pause. ‘Within reason.’

‘I’m not sure …’ Matthew admired Appleyard, but this would be, as he’d said, a shitshow, with intense media scrutiny and probable political interference.

‘You’re the best murder detective in the region. Since you’ve joined us, the cases you’ve worked have been sensitive and complex, and you’ve managed them all with dignity and competence. I need you to be lead on this. If you have any problems, you come straight to me. Superintendent Oldham can supervise anything else that comes up in the patch.’

‘Thank you.’ Because what else, Venn thought, could he say? At least it seemed he wouldn’t have Oldham on his back.

‘Are you happy with your existing team?’

‘Yes. Rafferty has already developed a good relationship with the family and May has matured a lot since he first joined us. Vicki Robb is invaluable back at base with the tech. Totally reliable.’

There was another moment of silence. ‘Perfect,’ Appleyard said at last. ‘Best to keep a small core team, I think. Less chance of leaks. And as I said, come straight to me. That’s the line of command.’

Bob and Tessa were still in the farmhouse kitchen. Breakfast had been eaten and cleared away, but they were drinking coffee and chatting quietly. When he knocked at the boot room door, Tessa shouted for him to come in.

‘You again!’ Her voice was cheerful. ‘There’s coffee in the pot if you’d like some. It’s the calm before the storm. We’ve got more campers arriving later today. You’ve found Hannah then?’

He didn’t answer, but the coffee smelled good. It was keeping warm on the edge of the Aga. Tessa passed him a mug, and he helped himself, before sitting with them, shaking his head at the offer of milk.

‘Where’s Jacob?’

‘Jake? Over at the glampers.’ She went on to explain. ‘We’ve got half a dozen glamping pods at the end of the meadow, close to the stream. Bob’s idea. For the people who like the notion of outdoor living but don’t fancy roughing it. You’d be surprised how much they pay …’

‘Of course. And Jake’s there?’

‘Yeah. Making himself useful, getting ready for the new arrivals. No point sitting here fretting, and besides, the Kinzalows needed more wood for the hot tub.’ Her voice was easy, relaxed.

Bob Brennan looked across the table at him. ‘Have you found the maid?’

‘She’s dead,’ Matthew said. They would hear soon enough from their son. ‘We found her body not far from the path down to the beach.’

Tessa let out a little cry. ‘Oh, my poor Jake! He loved the bones of her. I couldn’t see that it would work out, not long term – we were so different from her family – but I thought they’d have one glorious summer.’

Again, her voice triggered a memory of the Armstrongs’ accent, and Venn couldn’t help asking, ‘You came from the North East too. You have much in common?’

‘Aye, maybe. But my granddad was a pitman, and my dad was a plumber, working for the City Council. He was active in the union, but no, we didn’t exactly mix in the same circles …’

‘What happened to the girl?’ Bob Brennan was impatient. The easy manner of the ageing hippy had disappeared.

‘I can’t discuss any details at this point, you’ll understand.’

‘But not an accident?’

Matthew shook his head. ‘We’re treating it as suspicious.’

‘I’ll have to go and tell Jake,’ Tessa said. ‘We can’t have him finding out some other way.’

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Brennan, I need to do that. But I’ll send him back to the house to you when I’ve spoken to him. You can look after him then.’

‘There’ll be no speaking to him.’ Tessa was talking to herself, the anxiety tight in her throat. ‘He’ll close down and hide away. He started out at uni, but he couldn’t cope, and when he came home, it was weeks before we could get him out of his room. We had to get him to the doctor in the end.’

So perhaps, Matthew thought, Jake Brennan had been an angst-ridden teenager after all, and his room hadn’t told the full story. ‘I’ll be gentle,’ he said, then looked directly at her. ‘I’ve suffered from depression in the past. And I dropped out of university too.’

She looked up, surprised, then nodded, giving him permission to go.

Matthew walked over the meadow towards the woodland that had been lost in the heat haze. The sun was high in the sky now and it was very hot. He rolled up the sleeves of his shirt. Everything seemed very sharp and glaring. Here, in the middle of the
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