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			‘A happy home of sunshine, flowers and streams.

			Yet in the sweetest places cometh ill’

			The Yellowhammer’s Nest, John Clare

			Come she come say

			Ride on the night

			Soolaimon, Neil Diamond
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			Prologue

			8.05 a.m., 25th July 1983

			Hide and seek.

			Alan was twelve. It should be girls, pop music and maybe cigarettes, yet he loved it out here on the farm, where nobody from school could see him play these childish games with his cousins. All three were girls – the youngest, Emma, was only six, the same age as his brother, Darren – but the other two were older than Alan; Alice by a year, and Lucy by three. This made it okay – even they couldn’t resist the thrill of hiding out in the meadow over the summer holidays. They all set off through the towering poplars beyond the farmhouse, the rooks cawing above them, and headed straight for the ageless great oak in the middle of the pasture. The ancient tree with its unfathomably huge trunk marked the starting place for their game. From the oak to the woods that bordered the railway line was a two-hundred-yard sprint through the tall grass; or they could double-back through the poplars and hide in one of the farm buildings (but this was unwise since Uncle Christopher had angrily ordered them to go outside and leave him in peace). Emma was ‘it’. Small, with short, unruly tomboy hair, she stood on one side of the gnarled trunk, facing towards the house. The rest of them, Alan included, stood on the other side. As soon as Emma began the count, they all dashed for cover.

			Alan hurtled towards the dense green woodland and made for an entrance point leading to the tracks and paths he knew by heart. The count to one hundred grew distant, as did the cries of the others as they fanned out across the field. He darted nimbly into the darkest part of the woods. He resisted the obvious place – the giant rhododendron with the huge pink flowers and strong branches that could easily support the weight of a small boy. Instead he carried on through and beyond the thick holly where the ground began to rise. The railway track. Had he come that far? Yes, as the trees fell away he could see the overhead lines.

			He scampered up the embankment. After quickly looking left and right, in Green Cross Code fashion, he climbed up and stood on the tracks, hand on hips. With a deep breath, he took in the distance he had covered. Out beyond the woods he could see the oak.

			A flash of orange caught his eye on the nearside track; he turned cautiously knowing it to be a fox. The animal, about twenty yards away, looked up at him then returned its attention to tugging and playing with something on the gravel near the track. It looked like a sack, a dark blue colour. A rubbish sack? Coal sack, maybe . . . no, wait . . . oh, no . . .

			Just then a sound reached him from the farmhouse, sending the rooks in the poplars skywards. He turned back towards the fox but the animal, having a natural fear of shotguns, had fled.
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			8.30 a.m., East Street, Coggeshall, ten miles west of Colchester

			‘What a quaint place,’ WPC Gabriel remarked as the police car ground to a halt.

			‘Hmm, I don’t know about that.’ WPC Fletcher yanked up the Allegro handbrake. ‘Funny goings-on’s all I hear.’ Fletcher was Gabriel’s senior by five years and she was a lot more guarded in her attitude.

			‘That pub next to the church back there can’t have changed since Shakespeare’s time, and just look at those little pink cottages. I’d love to live here,’ Gabriel said brightly.

			‘Used to be a noisy old place,’ said Fletcher. ‘Traffic that thunders down here, I’m amazed half these building are still standing.’ The two policewomen walked down a street lined with Grade II listed buildings. ‘They just put in a bypass north of here at Great Tey, expect it’ll quieten down a bit now. You’d be closer to Lowry if you did move.’

			Gabriel pulled a face. The thought of bumping into the taciturn CID inspector on her days off was, she had to admit, a definite downer.

			‘Right, where are we.’ Fletcher checked the house numbers and pulled out her pocketbook. ‘Disturbances, disturbances.’

			None of the houses were detached but each one was individually crafted, no two the same. Plaques on several of them cited years of construction, ranging from 1566 to 1640, but the house they were to call at was undated. Orange in colour, it was distinctive for being set back from the street more so than the others, forming an indent along the row, like a wonky tooth.

			A grey-haired woman opened the timber door.

			‘Mrs Harris?’ Fletcher asked.

			‘You’ve come! Thank you, so much.’ She stepped back from the threshold to allow them to enter her home.

			Gabriel blinked, her eyes adjusting to the darkness after the bright July morning outside. An air of claustrophobia hit her, a quality born of something other than just the gloom and low ceilings.

			‘Excuse the mess,’ the lady said.

			Gabriel surveyed the room. It was, to her mind, perfectly tidy, if one excluded the books – all shapes and sizes on the shelves and stacked in neat piles on the floor.

			‘How can we be of assistance, Mrs Harris?’ Fletcher asked stiffly.

			Mrs Harris’ deep blue eyes darted between Fletcher and Gabriel, back and forth in their sunken sockets.

			‘It’s the noises,’ she said sharply.

			‘Noises? Where?’

			The woman gingerly pointed up.

			‘Upstairs?’

			Mrs Harris did not answer. Instead she turned and made towards the staircase. The two policewomen had no option but to follow. The stairs creaked as the old lady slowly ascended. On reaching a tiny landing, she once again pointed her crooked forefinger at the roof.

			The ceiling height here was even lower than downstairs, and Gabriel was forced to stoop. ‘What sort of noise is it that’s bothering you, Mrs Harris?’

			‘Crying.’ Her head gestured slowly towards a hatch in the ceiling.

			Fletcher, the shorter of the two, stood firm, pulling a face. ‘As in, human tears?’

			‘No doubt about it.’

			‘Excuse me, madam, your call was –’ she consulted her pocketbook – ‘in relation to a disturbance?’

			‘Yes, well. It is a disturbance; it’s disturbed my sleep.’

			Gabriel was unsure what to say, but her kindness took over. ‘We can take a quick look, would that be helpful? Have you any steps, and a torch?’ Mrs Harris nodded. Moments later she was back with both.

			Gabriel was tall enough to dislodge the roof hatch without aid. Standing on a footstool, half in and half out of the roof, Gabriel darted the torch beam around. She was not sure what she was seeking. In truth it was merely a gesture. All she could see was brickwork and dust.

			‘Do you use the roof for storage?’ she called down.

			‘As you can see, there’s not much room for more than a couple of spiders up there,’ came the reply. ‘Oh, and maybe some old seventy-eights.’

			Sure enough, wedged over in the far corner was a cardboard box of vinyls in yellowing record sleeves. But certainly no evidence of human occupation.

			‘I can’t see anything, Mrs Harris,’ Gabriel said as she stepped down.

			Mrs Harris shook her head doubtfully. ‘It’ll be there again tonight.’

			They all filed back down into the front room in silence. Mrs Harris stood beside a fireplace so large it dominated the entire room. A Tudor beam festooned with horse brasses ran at shoulder height across the chimney breast.

			‘Have you noticed anything else unusual?’ Gabriel asked, not wishing to leave just yet.

			‘Him.’ Mrs Harris turned and pointed towards the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. ‘He moves.’

			Puzzled, the two policewomen looked across the room. The ‘him’ Mrs Harris was referring to was in fact a wooden figurine of a rather rotund Buddha, sitting cross-legged and laughing. Fletcher rolled her eyes.

			Gabriel took a step closer. ‘May I?’

			She picked up the ornament. On closer inspection, she noticed extraordinary detail in the crafting. The intricacy was impressive; from the braiding on his open jacket revealing the smooth shine of his belly, to his grinning mouth and eyes. She wondered where it had come from. Suddenly Fletcher snatched it away from her.

			‘Not motorised, is it?’ she sniffed, holding it upside down. ‘Or maybe you’ve a draft. Do you leave the window open?’ Fletcher always got snarky when she lost patience and felt someone was wasting her time.

			Gabriel heard a siren approaching fast outside. In seconds a police car shot past, the noise amplified, bouncing off the old buildings in the narrow street, leaving a ringing in her ears.

			‘Come on,’ Fletcher urged, placing the Buddha back down. ‘We’re done here.’

			Gabriel gave the old woman her card and smiled apologetically. There really was nothing they could do to help.

			‘Do call if, if anything strange . . . anything happens again,’ she said, not knowing in truth what ‘anything’ might mean.

			9.15 a.m., Fox Farm

			The police were called at 8.25 a.m. to Fox Farm, a three-acre small holding between the village of Kelvedon and Silver End, twelve miles west of Colchester. A 53-year-old man had killed himself with a shotgun. Less than half a mile away, on the railway line that borders the property to the south, a second body had been found.

			The parish of Kelvedon sat on the old London Road, sandwiched between the A12 motorway and the railway line; the main arteries from the capital to the east coast. Although London was slowly extending its sprawl into the home counties, this far out – fifty-five miles to the north-east – the sleepy rural towns of Essex remained much the same as they had been at the beginning of the century. The only real progress had come with the Victorians, visible in the stout, red-brick buildings made possible with the advancing railroad. Yes, the Second World War had brought the U.S. Airforce and numerous army bases to the fields of Essex, but after they left, the rich boulder clay soil was reclaimed by arable farmers and the topography soon reverted. As the decades rolled on, progress bypassed the region rather than came to it. Heavy articulated trucks and freight trains chuntered straight through and beyond, to Harwich and the rapidly expanding port of Felixstowe.

			This morning, however, the train line was silent.

			Detective Constable Daniel Kenton of Colchester CID and a uniformed officer stood outside the farmhouse gate with a broad woman in her thirties from the cottage on Fox Lane. Her hair was in disarray, having overslept and been woken by the phone call. Her face was freckled, lightly sun-kissed on the forehead and nose, and if pressed, Kenton would have described her complexion as rather more ‘rural’ than ‘ruddy’.

			‘Mrs Everett, why do you think the girl telephoned you first, and not the police?’ The uniformed officer was a local bobby from Kelvedon station.

			‘It’s “Miss”. The children are terrified. They need the comfort of a person they know and trust. The police are . . .’ She couldn’t think of a word.

			‘To be feared?’ Kenton offered.

			‘I wouldn’t put it as strongly as that, but along those lines, yes. Seeing their father like that . . . Scarred for life.’ They both looked over at the five children standing together in the shade of the ambulances near the farmhouse. WPCs Gabriel and Fletcher were with them. Kenton watched the taller WPC comfort the two older girls who were wailing uncontrollably, while the medics moved from one child to the next.

			‘Remind me – the boys are not the deceased’s children?’ Kenton said.

			‘No. Alan and Darren Ward are his nephews, the girls’ cousins. The boys’ parents, Suzanne’s sister and her husband, have gone to Greece. They dropped them here yesterday evening.’

			The brothers stood silently, in shock most probably. The youngest Ward boy, Darren, had only just been found, thinking the game of hide and seek still ongoing.

			‘Why . . . ?’ she repeated. ‘Why shoot himself? Those poor children.’

			Kenton wasn’t really listening; his attention was on Jane Gabriel – he’d seen quite a bit of her lately and she had indicated she would come to the beach with him one day. He prayed the weather would hold. There was talk of a sea breeze.

			‘It’s a great shame,’ Kenton said eventually, without much conviction. In truth he didn’t have much sympathy with suicides. The man on the train track could well be a suicide, too, jumping from a moving train. His position on the embankment could lead one to that conclusion, though usually they chose the bridge.

			The crunch of tyres on gravel behind him heralded Inspector Lowry’s arrival. Kenton turned and frowned at the smashed headlight and the crease running from the wheel arch to the driver door that had yet to be repaired. In a small way, this upset the junior officer. He wished his boss would have it fixed; it was a constant reminder that Lowry occasionally had too many and drove. The Saab had been in sharp contact with a pub sign pole near his home and the car door squealed as he emerged.

			‘Morning, guv,’ Kenton nodded.

			‘What have we got?’

			‘Two bodies, both male – one inside the building and another on the railway line half a mile away, beyond those trees. This lady found the one in the kitchen and made the call to the constable here, who waited for my arrival.’ Lowry started towards the house. ‘Er . . . we’ve been asked to examine the body on the track first, sir.’

			‘By who?’

			‘The chief. Folk at Felixstowe getting in a fluster with the line being down – cargo trains delayed, not to mention the commuters.’

			Lowry’s broad frame continued towards the house, in his unchanging grey suit.

			‘Not to mention the heat, flies and so forth,’ Kenton persisted. ‘There was even a fox at the body when the boy found it.’

			‘Boy?’ Lowry paused in his tracks.

			‘Alan Ward, twelve years old.’

			‘I see.’ Lowry paused to acknowledge the children by the ambulance.

			‘Have we identified either of the bodies?’

			‘Only the one in the house: Christopher Cliff, who lives here.’

			To Lowry’s mind the unidentified man took priority.

			‘All right, Dan, lead on.’
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			9.45 a.m., Fox Farm­

			The man in charge was a detective. He was not in uniform but Alan reckoned he was in charge because all the uniformed police, and another man in shirtsleeves with wavy hair, all had to talk to him urgently. He was a big man, tall and wide, and despite the hot weather he wore a pale grey suit and black tie, like Napoleon Solo out of The Man From U.N.C.L.E. Some uniformed police had recently returned from the pasture, having been up to see the mess Alan had found.

			The group parted and the man in the suit walked slowly towards Alan. He even smiled slightly as he grew closer. Alan’s knees went weak; maybe they thought he had something to do with it? The thing on the train track, not what had happened to Uncle Christopher.

			‘Hello, Alan,’ he said in a friendly way. ‘My name is Detective Inspector Lowry. You can call me Nick. Don’t worry, you’ll be able to go home soon. Shall we get away from here a bit? Maybe walk over to the tree, in the shade?’

			‘Yes, sir.’ He sipped the rest of the Coke a kind police lady had given him, placing the can on the ground by the ambulance wheel. His brother stood nearby holding Emma’s hand, watching. The game of hide and seek seemed a long time ago.

			‘Come on,’ said the detective. ‘Let’s go.’

			‘Thank you, sir,’ Alan said without thinking, and they set off in the direction of the meadow.

			‘What school do you go to? One in Colchester?’

			Alan told him.

			‘I know it. It’s a good school.’

			The detective picked a piece of long grass and put it between his teeth, like all the bigger boys did.

			‘Tell me as slowly or as quickly as you like what happened from the time you arrived at your uncle’s house.’

			‘What, from last night? What about the train track?’

			‘We’ll get to that. You see, I need your help with your uncle, too. Your cousins are very, very upset and can’t really remember what happened. Losing their dad, it’s a terrible shock.’

			‘“Losing”? Saying it like that, doesn’t sound like someone dying,’ Alan said, looking up at him as they reached the tree.’

			‘This is a big old tree,’ Lowry said, patting it. ‘I wonder how old it is.’ He turned to Alan, taking the grass from his mouth and said, ‘I reckon you’re big enough to talk about what happened, right?’

			Alan agreed keenly.

			‘That noise you heard when you were out on the track was a shotgun. Your uncle took his own life. You know that, right?’

			‘Uh-huh.’

			‘Now,’ Lowry placed his hands on the boy’s tiny narrow shoulders, ‘I want you to tell me everything you remember since arriving here last night. Think you can do that?’

			Alan quickly nodded and told him everything he could think of, from being dropped at the farm after tea, and then Auntie and Uncle leaving them alone to go to the pub, to watching the cowboy film . . .

			*

			Lowry let the kid gabble on. It was like floodgates – the sheer relief of talking to someone, anyone. It made sense to view the body on the track first – not because it remained unidentified but because Lowry wished to see the two deaths in reverse order to Kenton and Uniform. The instincts are dulled by repetition, even in dealing with death. He listened to the lad as they walked slowly through the long grass. The boy and his younger brother had arrived yesterday evening; they played outside with their cousins, had tea, and later the grown-ups had gone to the local pub, leaving the kids to their own devices. This morning, the boy’s aunt had left home before breakfast for an appointment, leaving her husband in charge. There had been shouting, an argument between the children after her departure.

			‘Uncle Christopher got very cross.’

			‘Oh, why was that?’

			‘He was trying to work, but the girls were fighting.’

			Lowry turned to Alan Ward, who was pink in the face now. ‘Fighting about what?’

			He shrugged. ‘I don’t know . . . girl stuff. Anyway, he wanted us all outside, and that’s why we ended up playing hide and seek.’

			Two constables greeted them at the path into the woodland.

			‘Thank you for the chat, Alan. You’ve been really helpful. You can go back to your brother now; I’ll go on alone from here.’

			‘Sir?’ said Alan. ‘There’s just one more thing.’

			‘Yes, lad?’

			‘I remember exactly the time the gun went.’

			‘You do?’

			‘8.15. I have a new digital watch, see.’ He proudly presented his wrist and the silver Casio.

			‘That’s very useful to know, thank you.’

			The boy nodded. ‘Can I go home now?’

			Lowry patted the lad on the shoulder.

			‘Soon enough.’

			Lowry gestured to one of the two Uniforms to take the boy back to the farmhouse, before following the other on through the trees.

			On reaching the railway track, he stood and looked and listened. The view of patchwork fields – some green, some yellow, some brown – spread out as far as the eye could see underneath a ceaseless blue sky. There was not so much as a breath of wind. The sound of a shotgun would easily travel. To the north, the cawing of rooks in the poplars; to the south, the faint sound of a skylark high over the field, and crickets in the surrounding grass. He walked slowly towards the body, heat shimmering on the track, white in the sunlight. Dr Sutton, the Scene of Crimes doctor and a man of agitated disposition, waited to one side. Sergeant Barnes’s head appeared from the south side of the embankment.

			‘Morning, Inspector,’ he puffed.

			‘Sergeant.’

			‘There is no access to the track from this side.’

			Lowry knelt down beside the body, which lay face down, diagonally, six feet from the track. The body could have rolled; they were on an incline. He was not immediately visible from the track – the boy’s attention had initially been drawn by a fox. Blood soaked the back of a navy cotton shirt. The head was pointing north towards the farmhouse, cheek down in the grass. A blade of coarse sedge grass touched the eyeball.

			‘If he was hit by a train, he wouldn’t be on the rails,’ Barnes said. ‘Locomotive would’ve sent him flying, like this distance. Maybe he jumped.’

			‘The driver would have seen a man on the track. And reported it.’ Lowry looked back the way he’d come. ‘Why jump here, though? Surely the bridge would be the obvious.’

			The sergeant grunted. ‘Maybe he missed his stop.’ Lowry recognised Barnes’s cynicism.

			The dead body appeared to be largely undamaged. A large fly explored a well-manicured hand. Sunlight caught the case of a silver wristwatch, which poked out from a shirt sleeve. Lowry resisted the temptation to root around for ID – he had to let the doctor continue his work, then get forensics in. Lowry didn’t believe the man had been struck by a train. The trains ground to a halt if they hit a small deer; a grown man would not have gone unnoticed unless the driver was asleep. He batted the flies away and knelt closer. Hard to see, but there it was – a tiny hole in the shirt, less than half a centimetre beneath the left shoulder blade. A puncture wound? He stood up, wincing as a twinge from his morning run caught his knee.

			Dr Sutton – bald with an unruly peppery beard – paced back and forth in the heat. As difficult as he could sometimes be, the fellow was one of the best and would quickly have a professional theory. Lowry looked up and down the track. The buzz of flies was increasingly urgent now, as Kenton predicted, slowly overshadowing the noise from the rooks in the poplars beyond. You didn’t need to be an expert to work out this man had died sometime the previous day: Lowry reckoned on twelve hours.

			He scanned the immediate vicinity of the body.

			‘No sign of bleeding anywhere,’ Barnes said.

			‘Comb the woods,’ Lowry said.

			‘Eh? That’ll take all bloody morning.’

			‘Call in a dog unit.’

			Barnes didn’t question the inspector’s orders further; they’d worked together for years. The sergeant nodded and left. Lowry rose and climbed back to the track, nodding to the forensics men, who hurried up the embankment. Lowry surveyed the farmhouse; this man may well have come from there. The red tile roof and bleached yellow rendering stood proud amid a cluster of vehicles in the sunlight and, if he was not mistaken, Colchester’s police chief Sparks was just visible emerging from the back seat of a pale blue panda.

			‘All done, inspector?’ He turned to meet Sutton’s nervous eyes.

			‘Busy day, eh, doc?’

			‘Quite,’ he said sharply. ‘Excuse me.’

			‘Come find me in the house when you’re finished.’ If the doctor heard he didn’t let on; he was already on the ground flapping angrily at the flies around the body’s head.
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			10 a.m., Fox Farm

			Lowry was up at the railway track when Colchester police chief Stephen Sparks arrived on the scene – meaning Kenton was in the firing line. A situation Kenton was usually careful to avoid. This morning, however, the chief had hardly uttered a word.

			‘Nasty,’ was his only remark, after peering cursorily at the body by the fireplace.

			Kenton was surprised by the chief’s apparent lack of interest. He obviously considered the actual investigation to be beneath him. He seemed more interested in the farmhouse kitchen’s décor. To be fair, it was an impressive set-up. The large spacious room was a tasteful combination of old farmhouse charm (wooden table and chairs before an open hearth), and the latest, smartest gadgets and appliances. It was the tech that had piqued Sparks’s interest. He examined the expensive Bosch fridge-freezer, the state-of-the-art washer/dryer and the window-fronted dishwasher, all integrated with a granite work surface. The owners were not short of a bob or two. The chief eyed up a neat display of cookware on a tripod rack next to an Aga. He picked up an orange saucepan, weighing it curiously in his hand.

			‘Le Creuset,’ Kenton said. His mother had the same posh French utensils at the family home in Godalming.

			‘That so.’ Sparks sniffed, placed the pan back on the rack without further comment and continued his perusal of the room.

			Why exactly was Sparks even here? The man famously didn’t care for nuts-and-bolts police work, he displayed little or no concern for the deceased, and he was evidently preoccupied with other matters. The chief tutted in what Kenton thought a satisfied way. Suddenly a silhouette appeared at the stable-style kitchen door, casting a shadow across the grey slate floor.

			‘Nick,’ said Sparks. ‘About time. Right,’ he said, suddenly animated. ‘I’ll be outside having a smoke.’ And with that he bolted from the room.

			Lowry said nothing in reply.

			Sparks and Lowry went back years and their relationship was impossible to fathom. Kenton watched Lowry expectantly. Where the chief had seemed taciturn, he knew his boss would take an interest in the scene.

			Other men Kenton had worked with would make straight for the body at a crime scene. (Indeed, Kenton had to admit, he’d done exactly that this morning.) Not so Lowry. Lowry stood in the middle of the kitchen, absorbing the feel of the room, taking his time, taking it all in before heading over to the huge, silver fridge-freezer. Attached to the side was a calendar, the cheap sort card shops become littered with at Christmas. Lowry lifted the page of the calendar and glanced at it, then walked across the kitchen and stood under the low, blood-splattered ceiling near the fireplace.

			‘To me, it looks as if he sat down on the chair, stuck the barrel in his mouth and pulled the trigger,’ Kenton said, as calmly as possible. ‘There’s a case of cartridges on the side with a cloth and cleaning fluid.’

			Lowry turned from the plump man’s body to consider a glass vase of flowers on the kitchen table, his brogues mere millimetres away from the pooled blood.

			‘Freshly cut,’ he said quietly to himself.

			Kenton cleared his throat and spoke again. ‘There is a gun cabinet, unlocked in the next room, containing painting materials – an easel and canvases.’

			‘Who found the body?’ Lowry glanced across the room as if noticing him for the first time.

			‘One of the children, the middle daughter, Alice, thirteen years old. The eldest, Lucy, then telephoned a neighbour, a Kate Everett, who knows the family well. The dead man is identified as Christopher Cliff, a historian . . .’

			‘Where is the mother?’

			‘Not been able to locate her. The children are in too much shock to be very helpful – something about her leaving early for an art exhibition.’ Kenton consulted his pocketbook. ‘Christopher Cliff and his wife Suzanne have three daughters. The two boys are cousins come to stay.’

			‘Rather inconsiderate to leave all these children running around unsupervised, don’t you think.’ He said it as a statement, not a question.

			‘Why care if you’re going to blow your brains out?’

			‘Even if a man considers his own life worthless, that doesn’t mean he wouldn’t care for his children. Or anyone else’s, for that matter.’

			Kenton, at twenty-five, was reminded of his relative immaturity. Being a single male without children, he would never have made the observation Lowry just had.

			‘If he was in his right mind, then perhaps he would have considered a more suitable venue, out of the way, but I guess he wasn’t thinking too clearly . . .’ Kenton reasoned.

			Lowry glanced at him with a wry smile. ‘True, Daniel, true.’ Then added, ‘Did he leave a note?’

			Kenton shook his head.

			Lowry pulled what appeared to be a tape measure from his pocket then bent down towards the shotgun, the butt of which rested on the deceased’s ankle. A forensics man stood expectantly, waiting for the detective to let him do his job.

			‘Who can tell the state of a man’s mind when he reaches this level of despair.’

			‘So you do think it a suicide, then?’

			Lowry nodded. ‘Unless he was sat here waiting for someone he knew to come in and blow his brains out – there’s no sign of a struggle.’

			‘What are you doing, then?’

			‘Admiring the weapon. It’s eighteenth century.’ With that, his boss proceeded to measure the gun’s barrel.

			10.20 a.m., Fox Farm

			Sparks stood smoking by the panda car in a check sports jacket and plus fours. It looked for all the world as if he was about to go for a stroll in the country, not mount a major police investigation. The chief grew increasingly eccentric but at least he was actually here rather than presiding over law and order from his Queen Street garret. So that was something. Lowry hadn’t bothered to enquire as to why he’d decided to flout expectation by turning up at the crime scene. He put it down to the fact that the railway line was still shut: like it or not, these two deaths would make the morning news cycle, and Sparks was probably under pressure to clear the track so the network could get back to business as usual.

			Lowry and the chief strolled round the perimeter of the farmhouse. As they walked, Lowry described the scene out on the railway line, how he’d found the body largely unscathed, the small puncture wound. He was keen to ascertain whether the man on the track had set out from the Cliff residence, and therefore whether a link may exist between the two deaths.

			Evidently this place had long ceased to be a working farm. Cavernous barns, where one might expect to find agricultural machinery, lay empty with the exception of a few scuttling chickens and a lazy cat sunning itself on a bench. A brick outbuilding with fire-engine-red doors housed a bright red Alfa Romeo Spyder and a motorcycle under canvas. There was certainly plenty of space out here for a family. It seemed a country idyll, so perhaps the dead man had felt comfortable with five kids running amok after all. Apart from the neighbour, Miss Everett, further up the lane towards Silver End, there was not another dwelling between here and the village of Kelvedon, nearly three miles back towards Colchester. As they finished the loop of the house, Lowry found the chief reluctant to be drawn on either death. In fact he’d not said a word.

			‘We’re trying to track down the wife, who left early to go to an art exhibition.’

			‘Hmm.’ He wasn’t paying attention.

			‘And as I said, the chap on the track has not been identified yet.’

			Lowry had braced himself for an earful about keeping the line closed during rush hour, yet it didn’t come.

			‘He’s a jumper, no doubt,’ Sparks muttered, absent-mindedly.

			‘Did you not hear what I said? I think we’ll find he was stabbed. Anyhow, it’s a raised embankment – there’s nowhere he could have jumped from.’

			Sparks stopped suddenly and sniffed the air. ‘Do you have any idea what we are dealing with here? Do you know who’s lying dead in there?’ he said, nodding towards the farmhouse.

			Lowry shrugged. ‘No.’

			‘So the name Christopher Cliff really means nothing to you?’

			‘Doesn’t ring a bell.’

			‘Christopher Cliff! The famous academic on the telly? Professor of the Romantic period?’

			‘Professor of . . . ?’

			‘History,’ Sparks repeated, missing the specific. Lowry knew Sparks well enough to know he had no more interest in history than he did in arable farming.

			‘Right. Famous, you say.’

			‘On the telly and everything.’

			Well. This explained what Sparks was doing here. The man in the kitchen was a celebrity: this death was newsworthy.

			‘Oh. So what’s a man like Professor Cliff doing out on a farm in Essex?’

			‘Living here.’

			‘A country retreat? No wonder there’s not so much as a chicken.’

			‘What were you saying about the chap on the line? Sorry, my mind was travelling.’ Travelling? Wherever his mind was, it clearly wasn’t on the case.

			‘That there’s no evidence so far to suggest that the man on the tracks set out from down here. No car, for instance. The red sports car in the barn is layered in dust.’

			Sparks engaged at last. ‘The children, you’ll need to talk to all five. Are they old enough to know what’s happened, what we’re doing here?’

			The question was at least genuine. Sparks did not know how to deal with children. He didn’t have kids of his own and, at fifty-four years of age – rough-hewn and barrel-chested – he was one of those men it was somehow impossible to imagine ever having been a child himself.

			‘They’re never easy to talk to,’ Lowry said, and left it at that.
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			10.45 a.m., Hollesley Bay Borstal, Suffolk, thirty-five miles north-east of Colchester

			Edward’s expression was hard to read. No. Not that, exactly. He was expressionless. His pallor was one of outstanding health, though; bronzed from working the fruit fields, clear eyes – no hint of alcohol or drugs. His lean frame had filled out, too; labouring on the facility’s farm plus regular gym sessions had changed him physically. The cliché was true: he had gone in a boy and would come out a man. After Suzanne had updated him on all her news and the girls, there was little left to say, apart from the obvious – Edward’s living arrangements when he was released. It was a conversation they both seemed eager to avoid but she knew they could not delay it much longer; he was released in under a fortnight. She had argued it at length with Christopher last night before driving up this morning and had failed to reach an agreement. Her husband was nothing short of a bastard when it came to her beloved boy. Christopher was adamant: it was time Teddy moved out for good. Edward’s year here would make it impossible to readjust to family life. Realistic as this may appear, he would never dream of it were Edward his own flesh and blood.

			‘It’s hard to believe you’re finally getting out,’ his mother said, without any real enthusiasm. In truth, his time here had done him the power of good; the future held only uncertainty and worry, and she could not hide it. ‘Have you thought any more about what I said?’

			‘The army,’ he said, in the surly tone she was familiar with. ‘Always, the army.’

			‘Yes.’ Suzanne was tense, her fingers laced on the gun-metal tabletop, orange nail varnish jarring and adding to her discomfort.

			‘You don’t want me anywhere near you, do you?’ The bridge of his nose crinkled the way it always had, since he was a little boy.

			‘It’s not that, Edward. You’d excel in that environment. Grandpa would be so proud.’ What she actually meant was you need the discipline but she tried to put a better spin on it. ‘Think of the travel; you’ll see the world. You hated being stuck out on the farm, bored out of your brain. Look where that got you.’ She opened her hands in a half-hearted gesture towards the present situation. She had his best interest at heart.

			‘Huh, see the world – and end up a grunt in Northern Ireland, like Mike.’

			Despite his aversion towards the army, Edward really did admire his older cousin and she couldn’t help think that counted for something.

			‘Michael’s completed his tour,’ she said. ‘He’s back in Colchester.’

			‘I didn’t know that.’

			Colchester was a major garrison town. Soldiers had been based there since the Romans. Suzanne’s father had grown up there. He was an army colonel who saw action in Suez and when he retired they stayed close to home – he had lived out his final years in a cottage near East Bergholt. Her nephew Michael was the only one of the younger generation to follow in her father’s footsteps, but he’d had a less than glamorous start to his career. Too young for the Falklands, Michael had ended up in Ireland, where he spent most of his tour driving armoured cars – ‘pigs’ as they were known (hence the term ‘grunt’) – through the streets of Londonderry. Nevertheless, Suzanne’s mother was pleased as punch when Michael had signed up for his first tour of duty. She had passed away peacefully the previous November, content in the knowledge that her grandson was upholding family tradition.

			Suzanne regarded her son, who’d lapsed into a thoughtful silence.

			‘Yes, he’s back.’

			‘In Hyderabad Barracks? Mersea Road?’

			This she didn’t know for sure. According to her sister, Mike was on leave while seeking permission to live off-barracks, but the IRA threat had increased and spread to the mainland, making such applications less likely to be granted.

			‘I don’t know exactly where he is. I’m sure you’ll see him when you get out.’ She smiled.

			A man in shirtsleeves and tie was talking to the guard. The warden – she’d had occasion to meet him once before, when there was trouble. Suzanne could feel the men staring. So could Edward, who flinched in discomfort.

			‘Don’t pay them any attention,’ he said.

			‘Why? You haven’t done anything wrong, have you? God, Teddy, you’re out in two weeks . . .’ The warden left the room. He wanted to talk to her, she could sense it. She reached down for her handbag, feeling silly when she remembered she’d handed it over to security.

			‘Did Dad sort the bike? I’m buggered without that.’

			‘Yes, of course, the battery is connected and there’s a full tank of petrol waiting. Anyway. I have to go now.’ The guard, motionless in navy blue, stood as if part of the furniture. Suzanne glanced at him nervously as she rose. ‘Same time next week?’

			Edward scraped back his chair as he stood. She so wanted to hug him but knew that was unacceptable – even a ruffle of his hair would upset him and cause abuse from other inmates. Her son sloped off.

			As she expected, the guard collared her as she tried to leave. He guided her down a passageway where a colleague took over. Nobody exchanged a word during the transition between the visiting hall and the warden’s office.

			‘Ah, Mrs Cliff,’ the warden exclaimed, as if hers were a wholly unexpected arrival. ‘Do please take a seat.’

			His office was like a different country after the severe visit­ing hall. Behind the warden’s large, leather-clad desk, an enormous oil painting of the building as it stood a century ago hung on the wood-panelled wall in all its colonial glory.

			‘Two things,’ the warden started. Suzanne felt her pulse quicken. ‘I have Edward’s best interests at heart, you understand that, before we go on?’ The warden had a small, round face. Suzanne nodded.

			‘We believe that Edward may have left the establishment last night, returning this morning.’

			‘He got out?’ Suzanne said, aghast.

			‘It’s possible.’

			‘How?’

			He smiled. ‘This isn’t Wormwood Scrubs, Mrs Cliff. As a progressive correction facility, it’s quite open. Public perception is quite wrong. That film Scum has a lot to answer for. Nevertheless, the borstal system is in the process of being abolished; as a consequence of the Criminal Justice Act passed last year, we are evolving, Mrs Cliff, into a youth custody centre.’

			‘I see.’ Suzanne had heard of this reform and remembered thinking that her son’s detention under the new label may not sound so bad. She sat, not knowing how to respond. ‘Does that mean he’s not in trouble?’

			‘Usually he would be. However, leniency in a period of transition is no bad thing, and it hasn’t escaped my attention that Edward is due for release in a fortnight. So the question I’m left asking myself is, why? Why would a young man jeopardise that so carelessly?’

			‘Careless, how so?’

			‘He was missing until 10 a.m., Mrs Cliff.’

			‘Where could he have gone?’

			The warden shrugged. ‘Where isn’t really the point . . .’

			‘No?’

			‘No. Mrs Cliff, may I be frank? In my experience, teenagers that default so close to release do so with reason. And most often, that reason is they do not want to leave.’

			Suzanne fidgeted in her chair. ‘Maybe he was seeing a girl in a village.’

			The warden was unimpressed. ‘That is highly unlikely; this is not a boarding school. No, this is far more likely to have been a deliberate gesture. It is hard to avoid the conclusion that Edward wished his absence to be noticed. Are you with me, Mrs Cliff?’

			‘Yes, yes . . . I am. So is he in trouble or not?’

			‘No. My concern, as I said, is why he did it. What awaits him on the outside that he might be at pains to avoid? What could be making him so anxious?’

			Suzanne was unsure how much the man knew, but she had the distinct impression that it was she, not Edward, who was under scrutiny.

			‘I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re getting at, but please be assured, I know my son. I think it far more likely that he is impatient for his freedom, not that he wants to avoid it. I appreciate that his absence last night was not a smart move, but it hardly strikes me as behaviour that should put his release in jeopardy. He has done his time, and what he chooses to do with his freedom when he has it is naturally up to him. He is a grown man.’

			‘Almost. But Edward needs security, Mrs Cliff. He needs support to keep on the straight and narrow.’

			‘He’s had every chance a boy could have – it’s the “security” that he is rebelling against. I thought that much was obvious. Look, I don’t have time for this. I’m sure he’s fine.’ Honestly, the warden was more institutionalised than the boys under his jurisdiction. ‘Now I have to go. My husband will be wondering where I am.’ Besides, some of her paintings had been on sale in Dedham town hall last weekend – she had stopped by to drop a new one off on her way to the borstal, but now she wanted to return and see how the rest had fared; maybe rearranging them would help.

			10.45 a.m., Fox Farm

			It was important to get as much out of the children as possible today, now, before their recollections started to dull or skew. Mrs Cliff was still unaccounted for, but at least this bought a bit more time – her point of view would certainly influence her children’s. They had managed to reach the two boys’ parents in Athens through the travel agent, but it would obviously take some time for them to return home. Yes, Lowry could certainly use the parents’ absence to his advantage.

			He had enlisted Kenton and Gabriel to help with the first round of interviewing. Already it was proving to be a lengthy and unsatisfactory endeavour. The primary aim of their questioning was to gain a general impression of the previous day – anything unusual, arguments or so forth. The secondary aim was to find out if any strangers or visitors had been at the farm. Two hours since arriving at the scene, they had yet to make any progress on either point. All five children were minors, the eldest only fifteen, and Lowry had underestimated the effect of such a trauma on the children – notably the girls, whose stories were garbled and confused. The two cousins, Alan and his brother, fared slightly better, speaking quietly and evenly. Kenton believed the boys would say anything to be away from this place but their evidence seemed considerably more trustworthy than that of the deceased’s own children. In addition, at this stage, Alan Ward was the only witness with any knowledge of the man who had been found on the track. His cousins were too engrossed in their own personal tragedy to register what he had seen and paid him no heed.

			The middle daughter, Alice, a pretty girl with long blonde hair, had been the unfortunate one who found her father’s body. They had not been able to get much out of her beyond wild exclamations. They pieced together that she was the first one out in the game of hide and seek and had skulked back to the kitchen in a strop for something to eat, where – confronted with her father’s body – she had fled back out to the meadow and found her big sister.

			The eldest, Lucy, was not much better – too distressed to handle anything more than the most basic questioning. With a neat fringe, acne and spectacles, she was a teenager in earnest; one intent on stepping out into the world, only to have the rug pulled viciously away. It was she who had telephoned their nearest neighbour, Kate Everett, moments after seeing her sister’s distress.

			Now they were chatting to Emma, the youngest girl, in the spacious farmhouse front room. And ‘chatting’ was the operative word; they had to tread carefully with the younger child. At six years of age, Emma held a paradoxical position: she was closest to her mother, yet her very age limited the value of her statement. Lowry allowed Kenton to lead the questioning. The younger detective had a kind face, which encouraged the little girl to open up. So far they had elicited that the mother, Suzanne, had left the house early, to her youngest daughter’s huge consternation.

			‘How was mummy dressed?’ Kenton asked.

			Emma, with short, untidy urchin hair, a wild country child dragged into a very serious adult world, sat neatly on a chintz sofa bathed in sunlight from the large bay window, clutching a straw figure. She frowned.

			‘Err . . .’ she placed a tiny finger to her mouth, her eyes darting thoughtfully from left to right, conveying what her young mind considered deep thought. ‘Purple. Big purple flowers.’

			‘Good, good,’ he encouraged. ‘Was it a special dress?’

			The girl took time to consider. According to the police’s chat with the neighbour, Suzanne Cliff was an academic with an obsessive penchant for art, as was evidenced by the room put aside for her hobby on the ground floor. The one thing they had learnt early on was that the mother had gone to an art show – but whether it was to view or exhibit was unclear.

			‘I liked it, it was pretty – but she was grumpy,’ Emma said frowning.

			‘Why? Had there been an argument?’ He wanted to say with your father.

			‘No, Daddy was with his books as always. She didn’t want to be late and she couldn’t find something.’ The stress was on late. The girl spoke clearly, and was to Kenton’s mind well brought up.

			‘What couldn’t she find?’ Gabriel asked.

			‘Oh, I don’t know. Something she needed to go out to a gallery. She’s a painter.’ As if this explained everything.

			‘When did she leave? Were you dressed – had you had breakfast?’

			‘Seven-thirty. I’m not a baby, you know. I can tell the time.’

			Kenton couldn’t help a small laugh.

			‘And no, I wasn’t dressed. I got my own breakfast – Frosties, if you must know. Then Daddy shouted and we had to go outside. I’m hungry now. Can I have something to eat, please?’

			That was at least consistent with what the middle girl had said – the father had raised his voice. ‘Of course, let me see what we can rustle up.’ Kenton rose. ‘Stay here.’ He winked at Lowry at the window sill. That the child had an appetite was encouraging. He headed for the kitchen.

			‘What’s that you’re holding?’ Lowry turned to ask the girl.

			‘My dolly.’

			‘Can I have a look?’ The child clutched the object tighter.

			‘Please,’ he smiled, ‘I won’t hurt her.’

			‘All right then,’ she said and thrust out her arm. ‘Be careful though, she’s very fragile.’

			Lowry examined the doll. It wasn’t a doll as such; more of a hoop formed from braided spirals of dried grass with wheatsheafs protruding from beneath.

			‘It’s very beautiful,’ Lowry said. ‘Where did you get it?’ On closer inspection he realised he’d seen one somewhere before.

			‘We made her.’

			Kenton returned with ham sandwiches that the neighbour had made. Kate Everett had kindly stayed at the farm to support the children. Lowry handed the doll back.

			‘So,’ Kenton said, taking a sandwich for himself and biting, ‘what happened after you said goodbye to your mummy?’

			‘Daddy told us off, and to go play outside.’

			‘Were you misbehaving?’

			The child pouted. ‘We were arguing . . . being noisy,’ she huffed. ‘I wanted the cream on my breakfast, Alice wouldn’t let me . . . we were taking too long and Daddy wanted us out of the way before the man came. He was angry with us.’

			Here, Emma stopped talking and tucked into her sandwich.

			‘A man coming?’ Lowry rose from the window. The child nodded, cheeks full, all her attention on her food. ‘Do you know who he was? Did you see anyone?’

			‘Uh-uh, no. Daddy just wanted us out the way, I told you.’
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			Alan watched through the crack in the door. Emma spoke differently when talking to the policeman; like he imagined she behaved at the posh school the girls attended. Politely, and in no way resembling the little tearaway he witnessed during the school holidays. And nothing like the way she bossed him and his brother around yesterday evening when they had risked poking their heads into Alice’s bedroom looking for their cousins. ‘Weren’t you taught to knock before entering a lady’s room?’ Emma had yelled sharply from the bed, looking up from the book she was reading. For a six-year-old, she was quite the little madam. The two older girls had been sitting on the floor playing a board game and his middle cousin Alice had jumped to her feet to greet them, grabbing Darren’s hand and leading them both back out to the landing. Soon enough their aunt had ushered them all to go and play outside while it was still light.

			He had not heard his aunt and uncle get back from the pub; he and Darren were asleep in the attic, far out of earshot. He pressed his face hard against the cool door hinge. The policewoman with the wavy hair spoke softly and he couldn’t make out her questions. No, the Emma over there was not the Emma he knew; smiling coyly like butter wouldn’t melt, her expression flicking back and forth in an instant, now surprise, now horror. It was all an act for the police, to impress them, make her seem older, like her sisters . . . To be fair, Darren, who was the same age, would not have been able to give an account of himself like this without bursting into tears and calling for their mother.

			A tap on the shoulder caused Alan to shoot backwards in alarm.

			‘I’m pretty sure you shouldn’t be here.’ A WPC towered over him, but she was smiling.

			*

			The lure of a sandwich and orange juice had failed to produce any further details from Emma Cliff on this ‘man’ her father had been expecting, so Lowry called for a break and went to wander round the house.

			The only thing they knew for certain was that Christopher Cliff had pulled the trigger on himself at 8.15 a.m. Alan Ward, acting on reflex, had checked the time when he heard the gunshot; Kate Everett had corroborated his statement – she had received the telephone call within minutes. The previous evening had passed without event, though Lowry thought it odd that the couple had strolled off to the local boozer just hours after Suzanne Cliff’s sister, Clare Ward, had deposited the boys. The parents didn’t spend long on goodbyes before jetting off on their holiday – this seemed a little unusual to him, too, but then what did he know? Perhaps this was acceptable behavior these days. He wondered what Kenton or Gabriel made of it.

			Lowry spent the most time in what Kenton had labelled the ‘Hobby Room’, where various artist’s materials and the gun cabinet lay. The incongruity of two disparate interests of two people none of them had actually met was, Lowry had to admit, one of the fascinations of policework. The paintings were garish and unappealling, and the room was littered with squeezed paint tubes and random brushes, lending an air, to Lowry’s untrained eye, of authenticity of intent at least.

			In the corner of the room was the gun cabinet: austere in dark wood, holding three weapons, neatly aligned vertically. The glass door was unlocked, as Kenton had said it was. There were two shotguns and a .22 rifle, no ammunition. The weapon Cliff had turned on himself Lowry believed to be an antique hunting gun. Firearm ownership in rural England was governed under laws of a bygone age, predicated on the need to shoot animals, which continued century after century and decade after decade, occasionally standing up to scrutiny in times of tragedy, such as this, only to continue unchanged as the years rolled by. Lowry left the room untouched and ventured upstairs.

			He reckoned Fox Farm was seventeenth century. The flagstone throughout the ground floor was possibly original. Upstairs was a spacious landing with beige emulsion on the walls, durable weave carpet and a large bookcase on which stood some moth-eaten taxidermy encased in glass bulbs. A sparrowhawk and a young tawny owl. East Anglians had a penchant for stuffed wildlife – pubs, libraries, town halls, village halls – the county was awash with the stuff. Lowry found the whole idea distasteful, even repellant. He stepped closer to the sparrowhawk, a bird dear to his heart since childhood; even now when one hurtled wildly through the garden after a tit or pigeon, his pulse quickened. The thing before him – awkwardly perched, dead-eyed, dulled and tatty with the decades – bore no resemblance to that magnificent bird.

			The books beneath were an eclectic array of natural history, novels, a row of Penguins, classical history, folklore, and books on plants, the weather, astronomy and art. Indicative of a well-read family. The house was quite a size. There were five rooms on this floor alone. The floorboards eased as he sought out the master bedroom. The first thing that struck him was the décor – Mrs Cliff’s aesthetics clearly took precedence in here. Her own paintings – a gaudy expressionism – were hung on the walls. None struck him as familiar. Among her own work was one framed print he did know: Klimt’s ‘Lady in Gold’, bright, loud. On the dresser there were framed pictures of the couple and the three girls. Also a photo of a broody young boy he didn’t recognise, in flared jeans astride a Chopper bicycle in an urban street.

			The children’s rooms were untidy in the way of most children’s dwellings. Dolls in one, astrological charts in another, wildlife posters and knick-knacks including a bird’s nest in a third. The final room he came to was the father’s study. Academic texts, papers, a typewriter; books on art, English mainly, and some artists he’d heard of and some he hadn’t, Turner, Stubbs, Grimshaw and Constable. On the wall was an array of small prints, landscape paintings mainly. It was a world Lowry knew nothing about and on the face of things it struck him as a very comfortable existence. He peered out of a narrow window overlooking the courtyard below and out across the meadow. It was a scene worthy of any painter. English summer in all its glory.

			The familiar bark of Stephen Sparks interrupted his thoughts. ‘Where are you? C’mon, stop poncing about up there; we’ve company. There’s something you need to know.’

			*

			Sparks was put out. This was all he needed to add to his worries this summer: a mate of Merrydown’s blowing his brains out after breakfast and a dead bloke not half a mile away on the train track bordering the property. Sparks and Lowry waited outside the house puffing on Lowry’s Players while the ACC finished addressing her driver. Sparks smiled broadly at his boss. She acknowledged their presence. As Merrydown moved towards them and away from the car, her white cotton skirt caught tantalisingly in the late afternoon sun.

			‘Not bad, not bad at all,’ Sparks remarked.

			‘That’s the first compliment you’ve ever paid her,’ Lowry said.

			‘Credit where credit’s due.’ The chief puffed keenly on the Players. ‘She’s a decent pair of pins on her.’

			‘So she knew Cliff. I’m guessing that’s why she’s here?’

			‘At Cambridge together,’ he sniffed. She’d been on the blower first thing.

			‘Right,’ Lowry said, unimpressed.

			‘Didn’t mention it before, didn’t want it to cloud your judgement.’

			‘Opting instead to turn up yourself to oversee proceedings, trussed up like a country squire.’

			‘You know how it is with these university types, so judgemental . . .’

			‘No, I don’t,’ Lowry said quickly.

			Sparks marched off to meet his commanding officer.

			Poor bugger. It was tragically clear that he’d chosen his ridiculous outfit especially for Merrydown. This was his idea of fashion befitting a man in his position, a man of standing. As a result, he looked like a fool.

			Sparks greeted Merrydown graciously, complimenting her on her tan. This was fatuous toadying: the County Supremo was going on holiday at the end of the week and station gossip had it she’d been using a sunbed. According to his wife, they were all the rage in Chelmsford. The chief summed up the situation with authority and aired the facts as they presently knew them – suicide, tragic for the kids, etc. – but he was cagey about the second body.
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