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Author’s Note

The Heron’s Cry is fiction, and I’ve taken liberty with the North Devon geography to suit my story. There’s no Seal Point, no Spennicott and no Gorsedale Hospital. I created North Devon Patients Together, and the Peace At Last website, and I sincerely hope that the Suicide Club is a figment of my imagination. In the UK people with Down’s Syndrome are usually described as having a learning disability. The term carries no value judgement here and I’ve used it throughout the book. I know that in some territories the label is considered inappropriate. Of course no offence is intended. Any resemblance to any organization or individual within the novel is coincidental.




Chapter One

JEN HAD DRUNK TOO MUCH. They were in Cynthia Prior’s garden, lounging on the grass, and it was just getting dark. The party had moved outside, become quieter and less frenetic. Jen could smell cut grass and honeysuckle, the scent intense, heady and oversweet. She found herself mesmerized by the rhythm of the flashing fairy lights that Cynthia had strung along the high brick wall and woven between the ivy and climbing roses.

Cynthia’s place was the kind of gaff to have a wall around it: a large detached house looking out over Rock Park, only a few hundred yards from Jen’s narrow terraced home, but a million miles in terms of class. Jen was a Liverpudlian and carried the idea of class with her like a badge of honour. Her dad had been a docker and her mother still stacked shelves in a supermarket.

Although it was dark, the air remained hot and the fire in the pit was there for effect, and to toast marshmallows, not because it was needed. They’d had an early heatwave. It was only the end of June but already there were calls for water rationing, talk of standpipes if the weather didn’t break soon. In North Devon, they weren’t usually short of rain.

Earlier, inside the house, there’d been loud music and, despite the warmth, dancing; Jen loved a good dance and could move like a demon. Her husband had disapproved, but she no longer had to care what he thought. Now they’d all drifted outside and Wes, one of Cynthia’s arty mates, was playing guitar, something moody and slow. Nobody could do moody like Wes. Jen had fancied him like crazy when she’d first met him, but then she fancied most of the single men she bumped into. She was a tad desperate. Wes was brooding, dark-haired and fit, the stuff of Jen’s dreams. Later she’d decided that a weed-smoking musician, who lived with a bunch of hippies in the hills, and supplemented his income by making weird furniture from driftwood, wasn’t the best fit for a woman with sole responsibility for two teenage kids. Who was also a cop.

Next to the wall a table had been set up and covered with a cloth. The cloth was Cynthia all over, and showed how classy she was. With the general exodus, Cynthia had brought out all the bottles and put them there, proving to the world that she was still organized and in control, though she must have had just as much to drink as Jen. Jen poured herself another glass of red and sat on the grass too. She told herself, and everyone else within earshot, that it had been years since she’d been to such a great party. Bloody years.

Later, only a small group was left close to the fire. Jen found herself talking to a middle-aged man, one of Cynthia’s neighbours. She’d seen him inside earlier, before they’d turned up the music, working the room, chatting politely to the other guests. He was small and sturdy, built like a troll from a fairy story, with a square head and short legs, and a wide smile that just prevented him from being ugly. Jen didn’t fancy him in the slightest, but everyone else seemed to have paired off, and she hated that sense of being the only single person in the group. Since her divorce the world seemed made up of happy couples. She even envied the ones who weren’t so happy. This man wore a checked shirt and walkers’ trousers, lightweight, easily dried. Jen could imagine him a member of a ramblers’ club. She thought he might be an accountant or a lawyer. Cynthia was a magistrate, sitting in the lower court, passing judgement on the petty criminals, the misfits and saddos, whom Jen was trying to convict, and she knew lots of lawyers. She and Jen had first met in court. Despite their different roles, they’d always got on. Cynthia’s husband was something important in the local hospital trust and she didn’t need a paid job.

Now, Jen was at that stage when she knew she’d had enough to drink, but she couldn’t quite stop. Her ex-husband had always said she had an addictive personality, the words spoken with a sneer and an edge of pity, just before giving her a good slap, and then blaming her for provoking him.

She thought Nigel had been holding the same glass of dry white for most of the evening.

‘So, Nigel. What do you do for a living?’ He’d already told her his name, slightly apologetically, as if it wasn’t a name to be proud of.

Nigel. Nigel Yeo. Yeo being a local name means he’s obviously from the West Country. Nigel ages him though. Who calls their kid Nigel these days?

Now she smiled, her best flirty smile. He might be older than she usually liked her men and was probably a boring sod, but chatting to him was better than sitting here on her own like a Billy No-Mates. Although Cynthia always said she shouldn’t try so hard and that the right man would come along eventually, Jen couldn’t bear the idea of being lonely for the rest of her life. Soon the kids would be flying the nest and she imagined her little house, as silent and cold as a grave, when she got in from work.

‘I work in the health sector.’ His knees were bent and she could see his shoes. Good quality, recently polished.

‘Oh, a medic?’ That made him more interesting. Jen might never want to think of herself as a snob, but she liked the idea of hanging out with a doctor.

‘Not any more.’ He smiled too, as if he knew what she was thinking, and again, there was something lovely about the smile, something that made up for the troll-like stature. ‘You could say I’m in the same line of business as you. Sort of. Though I’m more of a private investigator at the moment. In fact, there was something I wanted to discuss, but I’m not sure this is the right place after all.’ He seemed distracted for a moment. ‘Actually, it’s probably time for me to head home, I think.’ Nigel got to his feet, the movement smooth and easy, and wiped a few grass clippings from his bum. It was rather a nice bum too.

He hesitated when he was on his feet. ‘Is it okay if I get your number from Cynthia and call you?’

‘Yeah,’ Jen said. ‘Sure.’ She thought he might be suggesting a date and was flattered, almost excited, but it seemed he had something more formal in mind.

‘Work contact details will be fine if you don’t want to give me your personal number.’

She watched him walk away to say a polite goodbye to Cynthia. She felt ridiculously bereft, and that she’d missed an important opportunity for friendship.

The evening went downhill from there. She sat alone for a while with a beer, staring into the flames. When she saw Wes dancing slowly to music that he was humming and nobody else could hear, his arms round a woman young enough to be her daughter, she stumbled to her feet and walked home.




Chapter Two

JEN WOKE TO HER DAUGHTER BANGING on the door and shouting. She’d undressed the night before, but not bothered taking off her make-up; she could feel the mascara spiky on her eyelashes, see foundation and lipstick smeared on the pillowcase. So, she’d had a good night, but she hadn’t disgraced herself. Going to bed fully clothed was always a bad sign. Waking up with a stranger was even worse, but she only did that when the kids were in the Wirral with her ex’s parents. She’d never sunk so low as to bring a bloke home when Ella and Ben were here.

‘Yeah, come in, love.’ She pulled herself into a sitting position and looked at the clock by the bed. Ten o’clock, but it was a weekend and she wasn’t on duty, so no need to panic. She’d even been to the supermarket on her way home from work the evening before, so there was bread and milk for breakfast and they knew well enough by now how to scavenge. At least, she always thought when guilt stabbed her in the gut, more painful than heartburn, her kids wouldn’t grow up to be snowflakes.

The door opened and Ella came in. Sixteen, specky and skinny, at ease in her own skin. A science nerd, already in love with another geek, Zach, a lad from school, who bored the pants off Jen.

‘Don’t you want to go out and have fun?’ Jen would ask. She’d married too early and hated the thought of her daughter settling down too soon.

‘We are having fun.’

And they’d disappear off to Ella’s tidy room in the attic, not for drink, drugs and illicit sex, but to pore over chemistry homework or to watch some strange fantasy series on Netflix.

This morning Ella looked very young, still in her nightie, but the disapproval was obvious as she crossed the room to open the window. ‘It stinks in here. You need some fresh air.’ She could have been the parent.

‘Yeah.’ Jen ignored her thumping head. ‘Everything all right?’

‘You left your phone downstairs. It’s been ringing since I got up. Matthew Venn.’

‘Shit.’ Matthew Venn was the boss. The best boss she’d ever had, but he wasn’t much into fun either. He was a man of principle, still haunted, Jen thought, by a strict evangelical childhood. He could do disapproval as well as her daughter. ‘I stuck some clothes in the dryer before I went out last night. Can you fish them out while I jump in the shower?’

‘It was sunny yesterday. You could have put them on the line.’ More disapproval. Not content with saving her mother, Ella wanted to save the world too.

‘I know, but they don’t need ironing when they come out of the dryer. That saves power, doesn’t it?’ Jen pulled a face, which she knew would make her daughter laugh. There was an element of ritual to this exchange and El quite liked being superior.

Jen was already out of bed and on her way to the bathroom. She turned her voice into a wheedle. ‘And could you stick on the kettle, make some coffee? I bought some proper stuff yesterday.’

She phoned Matthew while she used the coffee to swallow two paracetamol. Ella had made toast too. There was no sign of Ben, who only ever emerged at lunchtime at weekends. Jen buttered the toast while she returned Venn’s call. If this was a shout, who knew when she’d next eat? ‘Sorry, boss. It’s my day off and I’ve only just picked up your call.’

‘We’ve got an unexplained death,’ Matthew said. ‘Ross and I are already at the scene. Westacombe. A group of craft workshops in the grounds of a big house.’ He gave her the postcode. He hadn’t said murder. He was always careful when he spoke.

‘I’ll be there as soon as I can.’ As soon as I’ve finished my breakfast.

‘You are okay to drive?’ She could hear him trying to keep the judgement from his voice but she knew what he was thinking: If you had a skinful last night, you might be over the limit.

‘Sure,’ she said. ‘Sure. See you soon.’

At least Westacombe was inland, and she was driving against the flow of the tourist traffic. She’d lived in North Devon for five years now and she’d become used to the narrow, twisting lanes, the high banks and hedges, which could hide sneaky tractors and oncoming traffic. She’d never quite got used to the summer traffic, though, to the endless streams of huge cars carrying children, camping gear and surfboards. The road climbed away from the coast and at one point, as she pulled into a lay-by to let a Land Rover and horse box go past, she had a view over the whole estuary – the two rivers, the Taw and Torridge, spilling into the Atlantic, glistening in the sunshine. This was her patch now, but she still missed the Mersey, with its ferries and the view from Birkenhead of Liverpool’s astounding skyline, with a passion that felt like bereavement. Classic soppy Scouser, she thought. You live as close to paradise as you can get but you’re still not satisfied, still dreaming of home.

The satnav on her phone directed her down a single-track lane; there was no room even for two small cars to pass. Grass grew in the middle of the road. She turned a corner and she was there. The lane fizzled out into a yard. There was a rather grand house, built of warm red brick, the same colour as Cynthia’s wall, but older, crumbling in places. It had two storeys and, above them, what must be attic bedrooms, with little dormer windows built out of the slate roof. To one side of the yard a cottage. On the other a large barn. There was a row of smaller outbuildings with stable doors. This was one complex, but with multiple uses, all converted from the original farmhouse and farm buildings. Jen knew this because as she’d driven into the yard, she realized she’d been here before. Westacombe was less than three miles from the busy seaside village of Instow, but felt entirely cut off, a world of its own. That was what she remembered: the sense of having wandered into somewhere a little magical and not quite real.

She’d only visited once, but she hadn’t forgotten it. The visit had felt like an act of transgression, but also a celebration of freedom, of getting her life back. She’d never had a wild, irresponsible youth and this was as close as she’d got. Wes had brought her one Easter when the kids had been staying with their grandparents in Hoylake. Jen had been fretful and tense, anxious that her ex’s mother and father were poisoning her lovelies with stories about her fecklessness, her inability to look after them properly. Not that Robbie, her former, unmissed husband, had wanted them full-time. He’d never made a claim for custody. He liked his new, single life too much for that. Ella and Ben never stayed in his grand apartment in the old Albert Dock during their increasingly irregular visits, but instead with Reg and Joan in their Victorian villa by the coast in the Wirral. Robbie deigned to call in occasionally to meet his children. When work and his private life allowed. Sunday lunch was a favourite time. Nothing much happened in his world at Sunday lunchtime and his mother was a decent cook.

It was the first time she’d met Wes. Cynthia had invited her out. ‘You can’t stay at home brooding when you’re free from parental responsibility at last.’ She’d taken Jen to a bar right on the beach in Instow. ‘There’ll be jazz. I’ll introduce you to a few people.’ It had been small, dark, crowded, owned by a middle-aged Scot called George, who introduced the musicians as if they were all his best friends. Checked tablecloths and candles in bottles. A fishing net hung from the ceiling. Kitsch, but in a self-conscious sort of way. Jen had been intimidated by the music and the people, who, in the silences between songs, talked about books she’d never read and films she’d never seen. So of course, she’d drunk too much, become too loud, too chatty. Wes had been in the audience that night, not playing, though Jen had been able to tell he was a regular; he knew all the bar staff, and George treated him indulgently, as if he were a son who’d gone slightly off the rails. When Cynthia and her chums talked about heading back to Barnstaple, Wes had taken Jen’s hand.

‘Stay for one last drink. We can get you a taxi home.’ They’d walked on the beach in the moonlight and her head had been spinning as they’d looked up at the stars. When the taxi had arrived, it had taken them to Wes’s place, to this house, where he had a couple of rooms in the attic. Jen, of course, had paid the fare. It only occurred to her now, as she climbed out of the car, that the unexplained death might relate to Wes.

Matthew and Ross were standing in the yard, suited and booted like the CSIs, but recognizable, even in their paper suits and masks. Matthew was upright, almost military in stature, and his eyes were as grey as granite. Ross May was as skinny as a whippet and fidgeted like a child. She joined them, took a suit for herself, and while she was climbing into it, spoke to Venn.

‘Male or female? I’ve been here before and know one of the guys who lives here. Or who used to live here. He might have moved on. It was a couple of years ago.’ It was best to let Venn know how things stood before the investigation developed.

‘Male,’ Matthew said. ‘What was your friend’s name?’

Jen was going to say that he wasn’t a friend, not really, but that would have been protesting too much. Besides, Matthew liked straight answers.

‘Wes,’ she said. ‘Wesley Curnow.’ She hesitated for a moment. ‘Actually, I saw him last night.’

Matthew shook his head. ‘That’s not the name.’ He looked at her. ‘What do you know about this place?’

Jen shrugged. ‘I only came here once.’ The morning after hooking up with Wes, he’d made her breakfast in a large, untidy communal kitchen on the ground floor. Flagstones on the floor and an Aga pockmarked with grease. Another hangover. More coffee and bacon sandwiches on fresh white bread, dripping with fat. A couple of other people had drifted through, but she’d not taken much notice of them. Wes had been the focus of her attention. He’d been barefoot, in tatty jeans and a loose T-shirt. Even with the hangover, she’d been smitten. He’d been a kind and thoughtful lover, and that had been a novelty for her. Even now, she found a smile drifting across her face as she remembered the night. ‘It’s a kind of artists’ commune. The owner lives in most of the house, but he rents out a couple of flats in the attic to crafts people and they have their workshops here too.’

Ross sneered, seemed about to say something cutting about artists or communes, then thought better of it in front of the boss. He was learning.

Jen went on: ‘The guy I know makes recycled furniture, driftwood sculpture, that sort of thing. He’s a musician too. Jonathan will probably have come across him.’

Matthew nodded. Jonathan, his husband, managed the Woodyard, a large and successful community arts centre in Barnstaple. He mixed in such Bohemian circles. The Woodyard wasn’t Matthew’s natural home, but he was learning too, and making more of an effort to get on with Jonathan’s friends. Perhaps because of his evangelical upbringing, Matthew found it hard to consider an activity that was fun, creative or exciting as real work. He’d joined the police service because it provided the sense of duty and community that he’d missed when he left the Brethren. Jonathan sometimes mocked him because he took himself so seriously. He turned his attention back to his colleagues. ‘Shall we see what we’ve got, then?’

Jen tucked her hair inside the paper hood, pulled on her mask and followed him. A row of farm buildings had been turned into studios and workshops.

‘Who found our victim?’

‘His daughter, Eve. She lives and works here. She’s a glass blower. She found him in her studio at eight thirty this morning.’ Matthew paused. ‘The cause of death is obvious enough apparently, but Doctor Pengelly is on her way.’

There was a stable door leading directly from the yard into one of the outbuildings, a long, low room. Jen was expecting the space to be dark and claustrophobic, but much of the roof had been replaced by a skylight and sunshine was flooding in. It was almost unbearably hot. The heat seemed to be coming from a furnace in the corner. Jen wondered why nobody had thought to switch it off, but of course, nothing could be touched until the CSIs had finished their work. Getting closer, she realized that the furnace wasn’t lit, but must still be hot from the day before. On the wall there were racks from which a series of long metal pipes, a steel shovel with a square, box-like end, and a flat-bladed shovel dangled. There were shelves containing devices and objects which could be instruments of torture: pincers and tongs, and a couple of blowtorches.

The whole place had the air of a torture chamber. Jen thought it resembled an image of hell, as described by one of the more imaginative nuns who’d taught her. A man was lying on his back in front of a polished workbench, caught in the sun’s rays. He was surrounded by shattered glass and a shard, as long and sharp as a knife, had pierced his neck. There was blood. A lot of blood, spread all over the floor and spattered on one of the walls.

‘So, it seems that he was killed where he was found,’ Matthew Venn said.

Jen hardly heard her boss speaking. ‘I know him,’ she said. ‘At least, I’ve met him. Last night. I was at a party at Cynthia Prior’s place and he was there. His name’s Nigel Yeo.’ She paused. ‘He works for an organization that monitors the health authority. Something to do with investigations. He wanted to talk to me, but said it could wait.’

‘He wanted to talk to you professionally?’ The workshop door was still open and they were standing just inside. Matthew had turned towards Jen.

She shrugged. ‘That’s what I thought he meant. But it was a party. I’d had a few drinks. You know what it’s like …’

But Matthew wouldn’t know what it was like. He drank very little and certainly would never lose control. Jen tried to imagine him going to bed, too drunk to take off his clothes, but the idea was ridiculous. She looked again at the body, remembered the heavy smell of honeysuckle in Cynthia’s garden, the kind smile, and found herself feeling a little faint. ‘He seemed like a kind man.’

‘His daughter, Eve, is in the kitchen. If you’ve been here before, you’ll know where it is. Go and take an initial statement, while things are still fresh in her mind.’

Jen nodded and went out into the yard. She stood for a moment taking deep breaths. The sun was already hot. The kitchen was cooler, though. There were still stone flags on the floor but the range she remembered from her previous visit had been left to go out. A new electric cooker stood in one corner, and the room seemed cleaner, tidier; otherwise, little had changed. A woman in her late twenties or early thirties sat at the table. She was wearing dungarees and a striped T-shirt, red sandshoes. To Jen’s relief she was alone. There was no sign of Wes.

‘Eve?’

The woman turned around. She was still crying. Jen thought she’d been crying for hours, since she’d found her father.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Jen said. ‘I met him. Only once – last night, in fact – but he seemed lovely.’

‘He was the best.’

‘I’m a detective. I need to ask some questions. Is that okay?’

Eve nodded.

‘Can I get you something before we start? Tea? Coffee?’ Jen thought she could do with a coffee herself. There was still a dull ache in her forehead.

‘Just some water, please.’

Jen filled two glasses. Even straight from the tap it was clear and cold.

‘It comes from a borehole.’ Eve looked up. ‘Dad said it was the best water in the county.’

‘Did he live here?’ Jen found it hard to imagine. Nigel had been tidy; he’d stuck out at Cynthia’s party because he was so straight, so obviously respectable. And she was certain Cynthia had introduced him as a neighbour, but it was as well to be sure.

Despite her grief, Eve gave a little laugh. ‘No way! He had a house in Barnstaple. It was where I grew up. But he visited me lots.’

‘Does your mother live there?’ Jen had assumed the man was single when they’d met, but it seemed more likely that there would be a wife. Someone competent and caring. She knew Matthew would have asked, that the woman would have been notified of Yeo’s death and that someone would be with her.

‘Mum had early onset Alzheimer’s,’ Eve said. ‘She died two years ago.’ The words were flat, hard. Don’t ask me about that. I can’t bear it. Not now.

Jen wanted to reach out and take the woman in her arms. ‘Do you have siblings?’

Eve shook her head. ‘Just Dad and me. We were so close.’ A pause for a beat. ‘And now I’m on my own.’ She was speaking quietly, but still it sounded like a cry of desperation.

Jen was going to ask about friends, a partner, but she could tell that friends wouldn’t be any comfort yet. ‘It was quite late last night when I met your father. Were you expecting a visit?’

‘Not last night. We’d planned to meet this morning. Dad helped me to make the glass. You need an assistant for most of the work I do. It’s skilled and it takes practice, but before Mum died, he asked for an unpaid sabbatical from the hospital and took a course just so he could help out. And have more time to care for her. That’s the sort of father he was. The idea was that we’d be at it all day. I’ve got a commission from a gallery in London, someone Frank put me in touch with, but the deadline’s very tight.’

Jen wanted to ask who Frank might be, but thought that could wait.

‘He didn’t work at the hospital now, though?’

‘No, he headed up North Devon Patients Together. It’s a kind of watchdog, monitoring the NHS trusts locally, representing users.’ She paused. ‘He’d been thinking of leaving medicine for a while. The shifts didn’t fit with him wanting to spend more time with Mum. But the NDPT is usually nine to five, and more flexible. He could pretty well set his own hours.’ She paused. ‘Mum died just as he was appointed, but he decided to leave the hospital all the same. A new challenge, he said.’

‘You have no idea why he might have come to Westacombe last night? Why he would be in your studio without telling you?’

Eve shook her head. ‘None at all. We had planned quite an early start. Seven thirty. I came in at seven to get everything set up.’

A moment of silence. From outside there came rural sounds, still unusual for Jen: birdsong and sheep.

‘You live here as well as work here?’ Jen asked.

‘Yes, I’ve got a flat in the attic. Small. Two bedrooms – though one’s so tiny I’m not sure you’d be able to sleep there – a bathroom and a living room with a little fridge and a hob in the corner. I share this big kitchen with Wes, the other artist on site. But the views are beautiful and it’s good to be so close to the workshop.’

‘Who else lives here?’

‘There are four of us tenants, plus a couple of kids. Wes Curnow has a flat in the attic too. It’s even smaller than mine.’ Jen gave no sign that she knew the name. ‘And then there are Sarah and John Grieve, and their twins, who live in the cottage on the other side of the yard. John manages the farm and Sarah’s uncle owns the place. He lives in the rest of the house.’

‘What’s his name?’

‘Francis Ley.’ Eve looked up. ‘You might have heard of him. The economist. We all call him Frank.’

So that’s the Frank who arranged the commission. Jen nodded. She recognized the name. Ley had been all over the news at one time. Not courting the limelight himself – he was notoriously shy – but celebrated by journalists and commentators. He’d predicted the financial crash before it happened, had somehow survived it and made a fortune. Out of other people’s misery, Jen thought. Somehow the bankers and money-makers came out unscathed. She’d never lost the politics of her childhood.

‘How did you come to be here?’

‘Through Sarah, who lives in the cottage. We grew up in the same street in Barnstaple and when the workshop and the flat became available, she suggested I meet up with Frank. He seemed to like me and my work, so I moved in.’ She paused for a moment. ‘He was actually here yesterday evening. He travels a bit, but when he comes to stay, he invites us all in for drinks. A ritual.’

‘This isn’t his permanent home?’

‘He still has a place in London, but he’s talking of selling up. He likes it here best.’ Eve’s voice was warm, affectionate. She could have been talking about her own favourite uncle.

‘Is he still here?’ If so, Jen thought Matthew could do that interview. He was good at being polite, even to people he disliked. She’d never got the knack.

‘Oh, I don’t know. I presume so. He didn’t say anything about leaving when we talked to him last night.’

‘You haven’t seen him this morning?’ Jen thought the man must surely have been aware of the fuss in the yard, the cars, the white-suited CSIs.

‘No,’ Eve said. ‘He doesn’t come into the yard much. He doesn’t need to. He uses the main entrance to the house, looking out over the estuary, and his garage has a separate exit straight onto the lane. Wes and I get to our flats through the back door here and through the kitchen.’

Jen excused herself. ‘I’ll be back in a moment. We’ve not finished, I’m afraid.’ Outside, Sally Pengelly, the pathologist, was making her way to the workshop. She was short, plump, red-cheeked. Jen had once heard a fancy barrister describe her sneeringly as ‘that pathologist who looks as if she works on a farm’. But while Sally Pengelly might look like a farmer’s daughter, she was sharp and brave enough to stick her neck out on occasion. The team liked her. Matthew was standing in the yard, checking his phone. He looked up to greet them both.

‘One man owns all this.’ Jen waited for Sally to move inside the studio before she continued speaking, then waved her arm to take in the yard and all the buildings. ‘He lives in the big house but he’s not a permanent resident.’ She paused again. ‘It’s Francis Ley.’

Matthew raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.

‘I thought you might want to catch him in case he decides to disappear,’ Jen said. ‘He has his own front door on the other side of the building.’

‘Have you done talking to the daughter?’

‘Nah, she’s deeply upset. They were very close and her mum died a couple of years ago. I’m taking it gently.’ Another pause. ‘She wasn’t expecting to see her dad until seven thirty this morning – apparently he acted as a kind of assistant when she was making glass – and she can’t explain why he might have been here earlier this morning or late last night.’

Venn nodded. ‘I suppose he could have been here to see one of the other tenants. We need to check possible relationships. Or he could have arranged to meet Ley. I
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When local legend and sailor Jem Rosco blows into town in the middle of an autumn gale, the residents of Greystone, Devon, think nothing of it when he soon disappears again; that’s the sort of man he is. Until the lifeboat is launched during a raging storm and his body is found in a dinghy anchored off Scully Cove, a place with legends of its own.
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As the stormy winds howl and the village is cut off, Venn and his team start their investigation, little realizing their own lives might be in danger …
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Chapter One

THE MAN BLEW INTO GREYSTONE AT the height of a September gale.That was how the story went, at least. Suddenly he was there, leaning against the bar of the Maiden’s Prayer, face as brown as a nut, white hair so short that it must have been cut that day, laughing at one of the landlord’s jokes. The rain dripped off his waterproofs, and all his worldly belongings were in an oilskin bag at his feet. There was no indication as to how he’d arrived. He hadn’t driven himself. There was no car. But somehow Jem Rosco, adventurer, sailor and legend, had arrived in their midst.

He told them that he’d rented one of the cottages that climbed up the bank behind the pub.

‘But I was desperate for a pint, boys, so I called in here on my way.’ A wink.

Harry Carter, the landlord, couldn’t tell if the wink was meant to indicate that this was a lie, a joke, or to include the other customers standing at the bar in his desire for a drink. They too, the wink seemed to imply, must know how it felt to be so desperate for a pint that they wouldn’t drop a heavy bag off first.

Rosco had two pints of local, cloudy cider, then he slung the bag, which was big enough to hold a child, onto his back and was on his way.

He was in the Maiden’s every night after that. There was never a specific time. He’d appear suddenly, all smiles. Sometimes he’d stay at the bar, chinwagging with Harry. Other nights he’d drift around the room, landing at a table – the playgroup mums on their regular night out, or an elderly couple playing dominoes by the fire – like a piece of flotsam washed up by the tide. He was always friendly, always chatty, but he never really gave anything away. When anyone asked if the move to Greystone was permanent, or if he was there on a holiday, planning another journey perhaps, he’d only touch the side of his nose and grin.

‘I’m here to meet someone. Someone special. I’m expecting them any day.’

He never stayed for more than two pints and then he was off again, sometimes with a little wave to the other customers, sometimes just disappearing, so that suddenly they realized he was no longer there.

They all knew which cottage he’d rented. It was at the end of the terrace, right on the top of the hill, owned by Gwen Gregory, who’d grown up at Ravenscroft Farm, and who cleaned in the Maiden’s. It had the view across the village to the sea. Nobody had any need to walk past it. Beyond the single row of houses, there were only the remains of the quarry, which was the original reason for the village’s existence.

But now people walked past the house anyway, out of curiosity. They were interested to know if Jem Rosco’s mysterious visitor had arrived yet. They’d see the man sometimes looking out of the upstairs window, focused on the horizon, as if he was watching for a boat. Even in this stormy weather, a skilled sailor might float in and tie up at the jetty. There were two curved piers to shelter the narrow bay, built when stone from the quarry was carried out on big, flat barges. People said that one of his madcap adventuring friends would appear. Or the woman he was waiting for. Because most of the villagers had convinced themselves that it would be a woman.

Then one night, a few weeks after his arrival, Jem Rosco didn’t come to the Maiden’s for his usual two pints of rough cider. The regulars immediately noticed his absence. They chatted amongst themselves and speculated that perhaps the expected visitor had finally arrived. Perhaps old Jem would bring the stranger into the bar the following night, and finally they’d know what all the secrecy was about.

But Jem Rosco didn’t appear again. They felt cheated. He might be an outsider but for a while he’d become part of the community. He was a celebrity, who’d been on television, sharing his travels – making his way up the Amazon, sailing single-handedly around the southern oceans – with the world. Part of his glory had rubbed off on them, but now the excitement was over.

Until the following morning, when the coastguard received an emergency call from a fishing boat in difficulty, sheltering from the storm in the lee of Scully Head.

Then, it seemed, the excitement had only just started.




Chapter Two

MARY FORD WAS WOKEN BY HER pager. She looked at the bedside clock. Five in the morning. She’d marked herself as available on the lifeboat rota because her father was staying, and there’d be someone to look after the kids if she were called out. Time was slipping away for adventures like these. Soon, Arthur would need a full-time carer, and she couldn’t expect her dad always to be there. So, she’d thought, she’d best make the most of it while she could. She was out of bed and dressed almost without thinking. She loved this. The excitement of a shout, the camaraderie and laughter with the guys. And she was helm now. Almost three years of training and she was in charge. In a place like Greystone, a woman in charge didn’t happen very often. Sammy Barton was lifeboat operations manager this morning, and he’d like it even less than the others. But Sammy could stuff it.

She knocked at her father’s door. He’d most likely be awake already. Since Mary’s mother had died, the man slept poorly. Mary often saw his light on in the early hours, and knew that he was scrolling down his phone. Sometimes she heard the buzz of the radio and the measured tones of the BBC World Service throughout the night. Her father stayed over quite regularly now, ostensibly to help with babysitting – Mary had sent her bloke packing soon after Arthur was born – but really because he found it hard being alone in the cottage in the woods just outside Morrisham. It had been easier when her mother had been alive, even after they’d moved her into the hospice. Then her dad had a purpose: planning the visits, and the treats to brighten his wife’s day. Now, he was bereft.

Dad was a real help, though. Since Arthur had become ill with the dreadful Jasper Lineham Disease, her father had become an important part of the household. She’d never heard of JLD until Arthur’s diagnosis and now she could think of little else. The cruel disease ate away at her son, like the tide eroding a sandstone cliff. There was the occasional good day when she had a flicker of hope, but it never lasted. She wouldn’t have trusted anyone other than her father to stay with her boy. She’d never have gone out with the lifeboat, for example, if he hadn’t been there, and that gave her the freedom and the excitement she craved.

Today, Alan Ford was lying on his side and looking at his phone. Checking Facebook or Twitter. Finding the company that her mother would once have provided, in social media friends and old work colleagues.

‘I’ve got to go.’ 

‘The lifeboat?’ 

Mary nodded.

‘In this storm?’ Her father was trying to keep the anxiety from his voice, but Mary knew what he was thinking. Bad enough to lose Claire. He couldn’t bear to lose a daughter too. 

‘The wind’s dropped. Can’t you hear? It’s not supposed to blow up again for several hours. We wouldn’t be allowed to launch if the forecast was too poor.’ A pause. ‘I have to go. There’s everything Isla needs for school in her bedroom, but I’ll probably be back by then. Artie can go too if he’s feeling up to it.’

‘Sure. Of course. On your way.’ Despite his anxiety, Alan wouldn’t want to deny Mary the adventures that he’d experienced throughout his life.

Outside, it was strangely quiet after the storms of the previous days. A lull between westerly fronts. There’d be a big sea still, but wind shouldn’t be a problem. It would soon be light; there was already a grey sheen to the sky behind the houses to the east. It would be quicker on foot than to drive and Mary hurried down the street to the quay, but she didn’t quite run. The pavement was still slick from rain and the last thing she needed was to break a bone, which would keep her out of the boat for weeks. She loved this – being out when everyone else was in bed; the adrenaline already starting to pump, knowing that she was being useful, that she might save someone’s life.

Sammy Barton was already there when she got to the lifeboat station, and she arrived at almost the same time as a fellow crew member: Ollie Shebbeer, a mechanic in Greystone’s only garage. Paul, the tractor driver was already working on the beast of a machine, which would push the lifeboat onto the shingle beach and drag it into the water. The sea was too shallow here for a conventional slipway, and this tractor had cost more than the boat itself. It could be almost wholly submerged and still work. In the kit room she started getting into the suits which were hanging under her name. An inner all-in-one to keep her warm, and an outer waterproof, which was supposed to keep her dry, but never quite managed it in very bad weather. The other two crew members arrived just as she was ready.

Sammy, the lifeboat operations manager, joined them and started passing on information.

‘Coastguard received a mayday on channel sixteen. A fishing boat out of Ilfracombe called the Anna Louise, sheltering just the other side of Scully Head. Then they lost contact.’

‘Any other vessel nearby?’

Barton shook his head. ‘Nobody else had responded to the call.’

Mary grabbed the first-aid bag with the O2 kit and the pump, and then they were in the boat. Mary was in charge, but she let Ollie sit in the front seat and take the wheel. He was less experienced, but she preferred to sit just behind, where she could see the radar, and be in charge of the navigation.

The Atlantic 85 was a rigid inflatable boat, a RIB, but solid and beautifully proportioned. And bright orange. She was named the Lesley Alexander, after the woman who’d left a legacy to pay for her. The station door was opened, and the tractor nudged the boat and the trailer down onto the shore and over the shingle until they were floating. Then the trailer was pulled away and they were on their way. The waves breaking on the beach were as big as Mary had expected, and the boat pitched and bucked like a fairground ride. She’d never been seasick but she knew some people had thrown up just watching from the shore.

The water close to Scully Point was shallow, and Mary had suspected that the Anna Louise might have gone aground on rocks. The spring tides of the equinox were very high and very low, and it had been dead low water at four in the morning. When they hit thirty-five knots, out on the open water, the swell was rolling and the Lesley A was bouncing. The boat was open to the elements, and spray covered the bow, blowing into her face and making Mary laugh. This was the real buzz. The rest was important, but this was what Mary had joined up for.

It only took fifteen minutes to arrive at the recorded position. They slowed as they rounded the headland. Behind her, Mary heard a muttered incantation. The older crew didn’t like coming into Scully – an old superstition – and mouthed words to ward off bad luck. Not really believing they’d help, but not willing to chance it. Saying the words, just in case. They were a religious lot, the people of Greystone, but that didn’t stop them buying into the old stories of wrecks and drownings.

They had on the headlights, but Mary saw no sign of a trawler, not even one of the smaller boats that went out after crab and lobster. It occurred to her that this might be a hoax – it happened occasionally – but surely not in the early hours of a day like this. Pissed fishermen would be in bed by five. Then Ollie gave a shout and pointed to port. It was just light enough to see a small, dark shadow, moving with the swell. Not a fishing boat, but a small dinghy or tender, closer into the shore. It wasn’t stranded on rocks. Mary knew this part of the coast and could have drawn her own chart. She’d studied it. For months the maps had been her bedtime reading. The dinghy disappeared, the view of it hidden by a rolling wave, and then it was there again. But the wave didn’t carry it towards the headland.

‘Anchored.’ Mary was running scenarios through her head. ‘Why would anyone want to do that?’

The lifeboat slowed again to walking pace and they drifted towards the dinghy. It wasn’t until they were almost onto it that the man in front of her, who had a better view, yelled, suddenly tense.

‘Casualty. Casualty.’

The spotlight from the boat lit up the dinghy and she turned so that the GoPro video camera on her helmet captured the scene. There was a body in the dinghy, curled into the curve of it. She was suddenly reminded of Arthur as a baby, lying in his Moses basket. He always managed to turn onto his side, even as an infant. But Arthur had been wearing a sleep suit, had been covered by a blanket, and this person was naked, the skin white in the bright lights.

Almost immediately, the training kicked in. This was a dash and grab moment. This was what she’d trained for. She was sitting where the side of the inflatable was at its lowest. As Ollie allowed the lifeboat to touch the dinghy, she slid into it, steadying herself as it rocked with the movement, then she lifted the casualty into her arms. He was less heavy than she’d been expecting. She held him low and rolled him over to the remaining crew members, who were waiting in the Lesley A. They laid him across the second seat, just as they’d been taught in exercise, Ollie holding his head. They wrapped him in a foil space blanket and Mary started CPR.

But as she was counting the compressions and the breaths, she knew this was useless. They’d been told this was what should happen. Unless the body’s rotting or it has no head, you try CPR. That was what the trainer had said, a grin on his face, and they’d all chortled along as if it were a joke. It’s not your job to declare life extinct.

This man was cold as ice and lifeless, though, and the limbs were rigid.

Seth was on the radio, organizing another lifeboat to launch in case the Anna Louise was still around somewhere, and in trouble. Calling for the helicopter to be on standby now it would soon be light. ‘I’ll call the ambulance, shall I?’

‘Nah,’ she said. ‘We’ll be back in Greystone well before the ambulance will get there. We need a doctor to declare him dead, and the police.’

Ollie turned the boat for home and the wind was already stronger. Force seven at least now. They’d be lucky to get back before the tide made it tricky on the beach. For the first time, she looked closely at the casualty’s face, and realized that she recognized him. Jem Rosco, national treasure and her one-time hero.




Chapter Three

GREYSTONE BROUGHT BACK MEMORIES FOR MATTHEW Venn. There was a meeting hall in the village and he’d been brought here by his parents. A visit to the village had always been a treat, and he remembered this odd, isolated place with affection. There’d been a big community of Brethren, with more children than he’d ever encountered in Barnstaple. Outings had been organized: trips to the beach at Morrisham, picnics, social evenings. His parents had been more relaxed and Matthew had been given the chance to shine, to show off his bible knowledge and his faith. He’d basked in the admiration of the older members.

‘What a clever little chap he is!’ they’d say. And Dorothy would glow.

Since losing his faith, and marrying Jonathan, he hadn’t been back. As they approached, he felt a little embarrassed by the boy he’d been, but interested to visit again a place where he’d been so happy.

Greystone wasn’t somewhere that attracted tourists; especially now at the end of September, there was nothing appealing about the place. The beach was rocky, and the gaps between rocks filled with shingle. The rocks were pocked with cockle shells and barnacles, and black with bladderwort. The cove faced north. The cliffs were hard and forbidding, and for much of the day there was no sunlight. The pub served the local cider, but there were no fancy meals. When houses came up for sale, potential second-homers came to look, but never bothered buying. This wasn’t the North Devon of their dreams. The village was still scarred by the enormous quarry on the hill beyond it. It felt industrial, not idyllic. Real. As a precocious adolescent, he’d appreciated that.

Because there was nothing pretty, or appealing, about the place, locals could afford to live in Greystone. Young couples stayed out of necessity, because housing was cheap to rent and to buy. There was broadband, so remote working was possible. A few cottage industries had grown up – cider-making, a pottery – and they employed a handful of people. Just inland there were farmers who needed occasional contract labour. Commuting to Bideford was just about possible. The village had its own primary school, and there was a high school in Morrisham, five miles along the coast, for the older kids. This was a community where many people were related and everyone knew their neighbours; no effort at friendliness was needed, and grudges grew unheeded.

Inspector Matthew Venn had a clear sense of the place. He’d heard his parents talk about Greystone often enough. His mother had wanted to move there at one point, but, for once, his father had stood firm. It was too remote. Too self-contained.

Matthew had always been an inveterate eavesdropper, and as a youngster he’d store away details, running over them later, trying to make sense of them. He didn’t think that much would have changed. Now he drove to the village through wind that made steering tricky, and rain so hard that the wipers on full speed wouldn’t clear the windscreen. The storm had returned big style since they’d left Barnstaple. He passed on his thoughts to Jen Rafferty, his sergeant, who was sitting beside him.

‘It feels different from anywhere else in the county. It’s very remote.’ He paused. ‘A bit bleak, I suppose.’

Jen Rafferty didn’t answer directly. She was a Scouser, passionate and impulsive. She’d left her home city to escape an abusive marriage, but Venn knew she still missed the Liverpool skyline, seen from the west side of the Mersey. She thought everywhere in North Devon was remote. Now, it seemed, she was more interested in the victim than the geography. ‘Who is this Jeremy Rosco?’

‘Haven’t you heard of him? At one time, he was never off the television. He’s a hero. Well, almost. He grew up just round the coast and went to school in Morrisham. The only son of a single mother. He didn’t do well at school; he was only ever interested in being on the water.’

This was the story told in documentaries and interviews. Matthew wondered how true it was, but he continued: 

‘Rosco went on to become the youngest person to sail round the world single-handed, and he became a kind of legend. He moved on to other expeditions: he did both Poles with just a small team, and walked up the Amazon. For his subsequent adventures he had a television camera crew in tow, so he became a kind of media celebrity.’ Venn paused. ‘I’ve not heard so much of him in the last few years, though. He must have been in his late fifties. Perhaps he retired.’

‘So, what was he doing in Greystone?’

Venn turned to her. ‘That’s what we’re here to find out. Why he came back here, and why he died close by.’
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Praise for the Two Rivers series

‘As a huge fan of both the Shetland and Vera series of books, I had high expectations for Cleeves’ latest. She easily exceeded those expectations with The Long Call. Matthew Venn is a keeper. A stunning debut for Cleeves’ latest crime fighter’

David Baldacci

‘Had me hooked – a promising beginning to another fine chapter in the Ann Cleeves story’

The Times

‘Clever, compassionate and atmospheric, with a great cast of new characters to love. I am already a Matthew Venn fan’

Elly Griffiths

‘A triumph that cements Cleeves’ status as one of Britain’s best crime writers’

Daily Express

‘Ann Cleeves’ new series gets off to a terrific start with The Long Call  – her native Devon is wonderfully evoked, and Matthew Venn is a very appealing new detective. Another sure-fire hit’

Martin Edwards, author of Gallows Court

‘A traditional mystery of the best sort’

Guardian

‘Brilliant – a page-turning and sensitively told tale, with a vividly evoked North Devon setting, a powerful emotional heft and a new detective hero in Matthew Venn who you will want to follow for book after book. Wonderful!’

Chris Ewan, bestselling author of Safe House

‘Cleeves combines a flair for evoking sense of place with a thoughtful, complex plot’

Mail on Sunday

‘Unputdownable series debut! With an evocative setting, a gripping plot and beautifully drawn characters, The Long Call is a terrific read – and Matthew Venn is my new favourite detective’

Deborah Crombie, New York Times bestselling author of Garden of Lamentations

‘Murder, mystery and a great new cast of characters mean you won’t be able to put this one down!’

My Weekly

‘Hauntingly written, it evokes every possible emotion with Ann’s gripping narrative’

Woman

‘Who knew there could be a third detective as compelling as Vera and Jimmy? Matthew Venn is a triumph of Cleeves’ particular blend of compassion and toughness and I already love him’

Catriona McPherson, national bestselling author of Strangers at the Gate

‘Brilliant, thoughtful and deeply engaging’

Sara Paretsky, New York Times bestselling author of the V. I. Warshawski series

‘Ann Cleeves has done it again! A new detective, a new series, another terrific puzzle of a story that won’t let you go until the very end. Matthew Venn quickly earns his place beside Vera and Jimmy in a debut you don’t want to miss’

Charles Todd, bestselling author of The Black Ascot

‘‘Cleeves builds a prism of a world, multifaceted, complex, and as brilliant as a diamond. Fans of Vera and Jimmy will love Matthew Venn’

Lori Rader-Day

‘The troubled Venn is a great protagonist and Cleeves may well have created her next top TV cop’

Heat

‘Ann Cleeves is a phenomenal talent. With unfailing skill, gorgeous setting, flawless plot and seamless voice, she brilliantly conjures new worlds in crime fiction. Her instantly iconic Detective Matthew Venn is a treasure – and we will all follow him anywhere’

Hank Phillippi Ryan, author of The Murder List

‘Cleeves writes of the left-behind and the unfortunate with intelligence and compassion’

Literary Review
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Ann Cleeves is the author of over thirty critically acclaimed novels, and in 2017 was awarded the highest accolade in crime writing, the CWA Diamond Dagger. She is the creator of popular detectives Vera Stanhope, Jimmy Perez and Matthew Venn, who can be found on television in ITV’s Vera, BBC One’s Shetland and ITV’s The Long Call respectively. The TV series and the books they are based on have become international sensations, capturing the minds of millions worldwide.

Ann worked as a probation officer, bird observatory cook and auxiliary coastguard before she started writing. She is a member of ‘Murder Squad’, working with other British northern writers to promote crime fiction. She lives in North Tyneside near where the Vera books are set.

You can find Ann on X and Facebook @AnnCleeves.
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