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Chapter 1

[image: image]


NINE-YEAR-OLD MORGAN Rafferty sat the white plastic grocery bag filled with hot dog buns on top of the park’s picnic table. She rubbed the goosebumps on her arms, wondering why her hairs prickled. It was not cold outside, in fact, it was a sweltering Saturday morning. It gave her a creepy feeling, like something bad was going to happen.

Morgan tucked a few strands of her long brown hair behind an ear. “When do we get to eat?”

“It won't be long,” her mom, Mary said, setting the cooler next to the buns. “It'll take a little while for the coals to get hot. You can go play with the other kids, just don't wander off.”

Morgan glanced at the dozen tables under the roof of the open pavilion. “Where's Jerome's birthday cake?”

“Cassandra's bringing it. She's waiting for Jerome to finish setting up his project at school so that it's ready for the science fair tomorrow.” Mary watched the growing number of kids fill the park; some she recognized, like Jerome's grandparents and aunt and uncle, and others she did not. Then she saw Cassandra and Jerome get out of their car. “They're here now. I'm going to help them carry things for the party. I'll be right back.”

“Let's go swing,” Morgan said to her younger brother, Tyler.

“Okay,” he said as he raced toward the swing set.

Sugar Sand Park in Black Water was Morgan's favorite place to play. Not only did it have swings but also a wooden fort to climb into and slide out of, a merry-go-round, and teeter-totters. There was even a path that led into the woods. She had walked the trail before with her dad. They would follow it to the fork; one way went to the beach and the other way led deeper into the dark mass of trees. They never went that way; she was not sure why. Maybe it was because of wild animals, or maybe they would get lost; he never really said. But going to the beach was the best choice anyway because there were sand dunes, smooth stones to toss in the water, and sugar sand to build castles with.

“I beat you,” Tyler said, sitting on his favorite swing, one of the smaller ones that hung closer to the ground.

Morgan sat on one a few seats down and swung. Swinging too high was a little scary because the park sat on top of a hill and looked out over Lake Michigan. Sometimes it made her feel like she was on the roof of a skyscraper and if she would swing too high, she might fly off the seat and soar over the edge and out of sight, landing in a soft pile of sand or possibly be scooped up by a passing seagull where she would ride on its back like Harry Potter on a broom. Morgan knew that could not happen; she was fairly sure of it. Nevertheless, she gripped the chains so tight that her hands ached.

“Hey, guys,” Jerome said, running up to them. He wiped the perspiration from his brow and sat down on a swing between the two of them. “Can you believe I'm eight years old now?” 

“I'm older than you,” Morgan said, slowing her swing. “I'm nine.”

“I'll be eight next year,” Tyler chimed in.

The sun was bright, and the air felt wet on the summer day. The wind gusting off the lake kept blowing Morgan's long hair over her eyes. She should have let her mom pull it back into a ponytail. The swing’s arc was now a gentle undulation as Morgan looked over at the pavilion. There were lots of people, mostly kids running around, laughing, and screaming. “Do you know all these people, Jerome?”

Jerome looked around. “Nope, not all of them. I know Grammy and Gramps and Uncle James and Aunt Sue and all my cousins. I think there's a ton of people here for the science fair tomorrow.”

Morgan was not sure of that logic. “Maybe. Or it could be because it's hot as hell and people want to go swimming.”

“Awe, you just swore,” Tyler said. “I'm telling mom.”

“I'm just stating a fact.” Morgan glared at Tyler. “Okay, it's hot as heck. Is that better?”

Jerome laughed as he rose to the skyscraper height.

Morgan dragged the toes of her shoes in the sand, bringing her swing to a stop. She stood up and walked toward the trail.

“Where are you going?” Tyler shouted.

“I saw a little bunny rabbit.”

Tyler brought his swing to a stop. “You're not supposed to go in the woods without mom or dad.”

“I'm not going in the woods,” she shouted back.

“Looks like it to me,” Tyler said.

Morgan stopped in front of the path. A cute little rabbit was nibbling on some grass along the trail's edge. She looked back at Tyler and Jerome who were watching her, then crossed the line from the mown lawn into the tree shadows. It was cooler than being out in the open and the wind was calm, calm enough for an annoying mosquito to buzz around her face. As Morgan approached the rabbit, it hopped farther down the path. She would take a couple of steps and it would take a couple of hops, drawing her deeper into the darkness.

Morgan was not afraid. She knew the fork was ahead and that if she did not go left, things would be fine. But the silly rabbit led her to the fork. She looked back, way back, and saw that Tyler and Jerome had followed her and were now standing at the cutoff point, the point between light and dark. They shouted at her to turn around, but the bunny was almost within her reach. When she caught it, she would take it back and show them the cute little animal. It would all be worth it.

Now at the fork in the path, she groaned. The bunny turned left, but it was so close. What would it hurt to go down the left fork and into the depth of the forest for just a little way? That is all she must do to catch the cuddly little thing. So she did.

Then she heard someone say, “I can get the bunny for you.”

There before her was a tall man, taller than her dad and skinnier, way skinnier. He wore an old-fashioned black suit with a black tie, and when she looked at his face, she had difficulty telling if he was smiling at her because the gloomy shadows obscured its paleness. She knew she was not supposed to talk to strangers, but he must be someone important, someone who could be trusted because he was dressed up in a businessman's suit. She nodded.

The man reached down and picked up the rabbit. “I will give him to you if you come and get him.”

Morgan watched him pet the bunny. It surprised her that it was not trying to jump out of his hands. She stood still. “Who are you?”

“I am no one to worry about, Morgan. I live down this trail in a palace where there are candy cane trees, cotton candy flowers, and a playhouse made of gingerbread. And I even have a little white pony that you could ride. Its mane is braided with pink ribbons and bows. Have you ever ridden a pony?”

Morgan was not sure she saw his mouth move when he spoke, or even if he had eyes. But it was dark, she reasoned. She nodded; she wanted to visit the magical place, but how did he know her name? “Do you know me?”

“Of course, I know you, Morgan.” His voice was nonthreatening. “I am friends with your father. He speaks of you often. I have even been to your home, but I do not think you saw me. Your father would surely approve of you visiting me. You can trust me.”

Morgan knew she should run away, run back to where Tyler and Jerome were, but there was a part of her that, to her surprise, was sure it was safe to go with this strange man.

The man extended the rabbit toward her. “You can come and get the cute little bunny, and then I will show you my magical home. I am sure you will enjoy it. Later, I will invite Tyler and Jerome to visit. That would be a lot of fun, don't you think?”

And so, Morgan did as the odd man said.

***
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“MOM, MOM!” TYLER YELLED as he and Jerome sprinted to the pavilion.

Mary had just finished putting a sailboat adorned tablecloth on a picnic table. She looked up as she smoothed out the fold marks. “What's going on?” 

Tyler was gasping for air. “A man took Morgan.”

“A tall skinny man in the woods,” Jerome said without hesitation.

Mary drew in a convulsive breath. “Where? Where is she?”

“On the trail, she was chasing a rabbit. I'll show you.” Tyler waved for his mom to follow him as he raced back toward the trail in the woods.

Cassandra, who was standing next to Mary, was about to place the birthday cake on the clean tablecloth when it dropped from her hands, splattering on the concrete floor. “I'm calling the police,” Cassandra shouted after them. Her trembling hands almost made it impossible to pull the phone from her back pocket.

“Morgan, where are you?” Mary cried out as she ran with the boys to the trail.

“She was down there.” Tyler pointed toward where he had last seen Morgan. “Back by where the trail turns.”

“Which way did she go?”

“She went left, that's where the man was.”

Panicked, Mary trotted down the path as other parents ran up behind her. “Morgan, answer me. Where are you?”

One dad looked down the path and then back at the boys. “Are you sure she went that way? I don't see anyone.”

“Tyler's right, the man took her that way,” Jerome said. “I saw him. He was super tall, not fat at all, and wore clothes like the guy who buried my Grandpa Wilson.”

Mary's breaths did not come easy. She stopped and looked at the boys. “You two, go back to the playground.”

At least a dozen adults were now in the woods. Some followed the trail to the left, while others went right. Several parents scoured the forest outside the path, looking for any clues to the disappearance.

Then a horrifying scream pierced the desperate shouts for Morgan. There before Mary was a dead rabbit, its neck twisted in a way that made its head face backward. It lay motionless in the center of the trail so as not to be missed. Mary knew in her gut that the man did this gruesome act as a sign. A sign that he had Morgan and could do as he pleased. 

Morgan was not found that day.
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Chapter 2
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PACIE ROSE STOOD UP in the lower garden and groaned as she brushed the soil from the knees of her blue jeans. She put her hands on her hips and stretched side to side as she looked up at the cloudless late afternoon azure sky and then back down at the June-bearing strawberry patch. “Next year I'm putting everything in raised beds. This bending over and crawling around on my hands and knees is getting old.”

“First you have to build them,” her daughter Amanda Booth said, putting strawberries into her half-full plastic bucket. “You should get Johnny to do it for you.”

“He's pretty busy running the antique shop.” Pacie paused, then said. “I can probably do it myself. I helped with a lot of the house renovations.”

Ever since Pacie's husband, Patrick Rose, drowned in Lake Michigan several years ago, she has lived alone in her Black Water home—an 1879 British Palladian-style three-story mansion on the shore of Lake Michigan. A long-deceased ancestor who made his fortune building railroad cars built it. Fortunately for Pacie the home and land were paid off, and investment accounts from the family fortune paid the taxes. 

Pacie lived in a small part of the three-story home. As finances and time allowed, she worked on renovating the nearly fifty rooms inside the Indiana limestone exterior. She and Patrick had done a lot of the improvements themselves, adding a kitchen, bathroom, and garage on the north side of the mansion. Fortunately, the slate blue roof and cupola were finished before he vanished, preventing further water damage.

Johnathon Armstrong, the owner of Good Old Days Antique Shop, became her significant other. She knows he wants to marry her, he has said so, but she just cannot cross that bridge. Not yet, anyway. Although presumed dead, the body of her husband has never been found. What if he came back? What if mobsters had taken him and he is still alive somewhere? He did work as a detective and most certainly gained enemies along the way. The authorities said that a rip current had pulled him under the water and away from the shore; but because Patrick was an expert swimmer and familiar with the Great Lakes, she had difficulty believing that explanation. Without a body, there was a tiny bit of doubt in Pacie's mind.

“I can help make the raised beds, Grandma. I want to keep having the yummy jam every year,” Charlotte said. She looked at her mom, Amanda. “I know what we can do. Next year you and I can pick the strawberries and grandma and Irma can make the jam.”

“I don't have a problem with that,” Amanda said. “We just have to get our cousin Irma away from that police scanner and stop finding investigations for her and mom to do.”

Charlotte laughed. “Yeah, she's a gray-haired old lady who acts like a little kid. A little kid obsessed with Black Water's weirdness. And with being Grandma's sidekick.”

“It's not nice to talk about people behind their back,” Amanda said. “Even with all her quirks, she has helped the people of Black Water. Without Mom and Irma, we would never have found out what caused that virus to spread around town a while back.”

Charlotte laughed. “I remember we helped them disguise themselves as janitors so that they could snoop around the hospital and figure out what was going on. It was fun finding wigs and janitor clothes from the secondhand store.”

“Ah yes, I remember that. We were almost recognized, but Irma faked a minor medical problem, and we were able to get out of there before they escorted us to the emergency room—or to a waiting police car,” Pacie said, rubbing her aching neck. “As far as Irma, her heart is in the right place.”

Pacie enjoyed these times when her family came over and they worked on a project. Today it was both canning and freezing strawberry jam. This fall everyone will come to her pumpkin patch and pick out their own pumpkins and carve them. And soon after that, it will be making Christmas wreaths to hang on front doors.

Black Water, Michigan, was the perfect town to live in, not too big, not too small. As a resort town on the shore of Lake Michigan, it had much to offer—a lighthouse, sandy beaches and dunes, quaint downtown shops, and homes with yards large enough to grow those darned strawberries.

Pacie's phone rang. She pulled it from her pocket and looked at the number. “Hi, Irma, what's up?”

“I have another case for us. I'm a little late on this, but I heard on the police scanner that a child was abducted from Sugar Sand Park earlier today. The description two other kids gave the cops was that some tall creepy guy in a suit snatched her.”

“A tall, creepy guy? When is Black Water going to stop having so many strange problems?”

“I don't know.” Irma coughed. “But I still say it's the nuclear power plant causing it. As soon as they began building that thing outside of town in the late nineteen-sixties, weird things began happening. You know that.”

“I know. But weird things have been happening in this area for a long time before that. I think the Bulwark Nuclear Power Plant just made it worse.”

“So, can we do it?”

Pacie looked at her family, quietly picking strawberries. She could tell they were listening to her conversation. She watched her red-headed granddaughter pop a ruby red strawberry into her mouth. Now old enough to drive, she hoped Charlotte was wise enough to not fall victim to a child abductor. But wise did not always have much to do with it; these psychos were cunning. God forbid it could ever happen to Char.

“You know I have a soft spot for kids—and the creepy.” Pacie paused. “Let's do it.” She heard her daughter say: not again.

Irma squealed like a child who had just been handed a wrapped gift to open. “I know the kidnapping happened earlier this morning, but we should head over there soon. Haley might still be there. You know she helps us, at least sometimes.”

“I'm on my way.” Pacie disconnected the call. 

“What is it this time?” Amanda asked.

“A child has been abducted.”

“Who?”

“I don't know the details. I'm heading over to Sugar Sand Park.” Pacie watched Amanda and Charlotte put down their buckets. “Can you guys finish up here?”

“Not a problem,” Amanda said. “By the time you get back, we should have the jam made.”

“Can't wait,” Pacie said, noticing the bright blue sky now looked dull, and the air was no longer crisp. It felt as though the air was a sponge, pulling in and squeezing out any surrounding moisture. She walked from the lower garden, through the circle driveway—past a sundial that sat in the center of the circular patch of grass—and toward the side door that entered the butler’s pantry and finally into the study.

When Pacie got inside, she washed the red stain of strawberries from her hands and slung her satchel over a shoulder. Inside she kept a handheld voice recorder, small notebook, pens, flashlight, Swiss army knife, and more.

As glorious as living in a mansion was, one of its drawbacks was the long walks to get anywhere. Pacie spent most of her time in the north end of the mansion where her study and the additions were built. Even her bedroom was easily accessed by a secondary staircase off of the study that allowed easy access to the second floor and the master suite. She lifted the car keys from the hook in the kitchen by the door leading into the garage.

A feeling of dread was making a subtle entrance into her chest as she climbed into the silver SUV. An image of a tall, creepy guy entered her mind as she drove down the driveway and onto the street. He would be fairly easy to spot, but she could think of no one who matched that description. Strike that, she could think of a couple of tall creepy guys, but they were not child abductors. One was the high school principal, who has lived in Black Water all his life, and the other was the undertaker in town. The only one of those two that wore a suit was Adam Cully, and she had a hard time believing this family man who has been the director at Black Water's funeral home for years could do such a thing. It made no sense.

Several minutes later, Pacie pulled into the parking lot behind Good Old Days Antique Shop. She smiled when she saw Johnny's pickup parked near the backdoor. She was not there to visit him, but instead to pick up Irma, who lived in the apartment above it. Irma was coming out of the first-floor door with her backpack. Pacie drove up to her.

“I'm sorry I pulled you from the garden, but I thought this was more important,” Irma said as she climbed into the vehicle. The portable scanner was squawking from inside her pack.

“You're right, this is more important than some strawberries,” Pacie said. Then she saw Johnny walk out of the shop's backdoor and toss a trash bag into the dumpster. She rolled down her window and waved.

Johnny walked over to the car and leaned on the door. “What are you ladies up to today?”

“We have a new case,” Irma said right away. “We need to stop the tall creepy guy who's abducting kids.”

“I heard that on the radio.” He smiled at Pacie. “I think I know the answer, but do you have time to grab something to eat?”

“No, we're already running late. We have to get over to the park and see what's going on before everyone leaves.”

Johnny kissed Pacie, then whispered in her ear, “I miss you.”

His breath felt warm on her skin. She did not want to leave. “I'll call you later when I find out more.”

“You ladies be careful,” he said, backing away from the car. “Don't forget to let the police do the dirty work.”

Pacie waved goodbye and drove out of the lot. One reason they had good luck solving cases was that, as citizen reporters, they did things they were not supposed to do, like sneaking into places important to the case. Johnny did not know all their shenanigans. Pacie told him about some of the more innocent mischiefs that they got themselves into, but the more questionable details were better left unsaid.

When they arrived at Sugar Sand Park, what appeared to be search team members were walking out of the woods, past the empty playground, toward the parking lot where police officers and reporters were gathered. 

“There's Haley,” Irma said, vigorously waving her arms as she got out of the car. 

“I think she saw you,” Pacie said, putting her satchel crossbody as she sized up the situation. 

“She's coming,” Irma said. She switched off the police scanner before taking her handheld video camera from the backpack.

“Hi, ladies,” Detective Haley Wanat said, approaching them. “I'm not surprised to see you here, but you are a little late to this crime scene. They're just finishing up the grid search for this area.”

“Good to see you, Detective,” Pacie said, extending a hand. “I hear a child was kidnapped. Are you able to tell us anything?”

Pacie's husband was Det. Wanat's partner. The presumed death of Patrick was almost as hard on Haley as it was on Pacie. Ever since Det. Wanat delivered the eulogy at Patrick's funeral, Pacie and Det. Wanat had become good friends. Even though they were on a first-name basis, Pacie addressed her formally in public. Mostly because Haley would tell them more information about cases than she should, and Pacie did not want to get her friend into trouble. It was an unspoken agreement that both Irma and she would never reveal their source. For that reason, Irma turned on her camera and began recording with it facing the ground, capturing their feet. Onlookers did not need to know what they were talking about. Sometimes Pacie would slip a hand into her satchel and turn on her recorder without witnesses knowing. For all anyone knew, the three of them were talking about the weather.

“A nine-year-old girl, Morgan Rafferty, was abducted. The woman talking to the officer over there is her mother, Mary, and the little boy is her brother, Tyler. Tyler, and the other boy, Jerome Cushing, standing by that car with his mom, Cassandra, are both witnesses. The boys saw the perp, albeit from a distance.”

“What did they see?” Pacie asked, watching Irma step closer to the detective.

“Their stories are the same. They were here for Jerome's birthday party and went to play on the swings. Then Morgan saw a rabbit hopping around on the trail that goes into the woods. All three kids knew they were not supposed to follow the trail into the forest without a parent, but Morgan insisted on following the rabbit. The boys went to the trail and stood at its mouth, watching Morgan. That's when, and this gets kind of weird, they saw a tall man, around eight to ten feet tall, appear on the trail leading deeper into the forest.”

“Appear? Was he walking from a certain direction?”

“Apparently, the perp was suddenly there.” Detective Wanat looked around, then said, “Not only was he really tall, like Bigfoot, as one of the boys said—”

“That's right,” Irma interrupted. “Bigfoots are that tall. Did it look like Bigfoot?”

“No, it looked like an extremely thin man. He wore an old-fashioned black suit with a tie, like the guy who buried Jerome's grandfather, they said.”

“Did they recognize him as someone from town?” Pacie asked.

“No, they said his face was colored like white milk and they could not see eyes, a nose, or a mouth. And one boy said there appeared to be octopus arms coming from behind it. Doesn't sound like anyone I know.”

“Sounds kinda spooky,” Pacie said. “Do you have a description for the little girl?”

“Morgan Rafferty was last seen wearing a white blouse and shorts. She has long dark hair with loose waves and of average weight and height for a nine-year-old.”

“Did you find any physical clues?” Irma asked.

“Not yet. People from the park began searching almost immediately, but it was like the girl and the man just disappeared. I take that back. There was a dead rabbit, probably the one the girl was chasing, lying in the middle of the trail with its head twisted around. Likely done by the perp as a show of power and control.”

Pacie saw the moms and kids getting into their cars, sobbing. “I don't think they're up to an interview.”

“I doubt it. Besides, I just told you everything they told me. We've been searching the area by land, air, and water. And we have a bulletin out. Keep your eyes open because abductors often return to assist in the search,” Det. Wanat said. “The team will search extensively for a few days.”

“Why do kidnappers do that?” Irma asked.

“They often want to monitor the progress of the case and to mislead the search effort,” Det. Wanat said. She turned when she heard Officer Branden Kline call her name. “Gotta go. You two be careful, I don't think we're dealing with an ordinary man.”

“Do you need help with the search?” Pacie asked.

“We have it covered,” the detective said, walking away.

Pacie's shoulder muscles tightened. “I've seen no one that matches that strange description around town.”

Irma turned off her camera. “Me either. It has to be someone new to Black Water.”

Pacie and Irma walked toward the pavilion as officers finished barricading the trail with yellow tape, telling the curious—like Pacie and Irma—POLICE LINE DO NOT CROSS. 

“Everyone's leaving,” Irma said as they walked into the pavilion where birds were pecking away at the spilled cake on the dirty cement floor. Paper plates, cups, and other trash were scattered around, indicating people were in a rush to leave a chaotic scene.

“When we're alone, we'll check out the trail before it gets dark,” Pacie said. She stood there listening. She heard the waves along the beach, a crow's harsh caw, and the clanking of swings banging into each other from the wind. No screams or cries for help.

Irma was video recording the park as Pacie walked toward the swings. She felt so bad for the little girl. Where was she and, more importantly, was she alright? 

“It sure is humid,” Irma said, momentarily pulling the fabric of her flowered blouse away from her skin. 

Pacie looked back at the parking lot and saw the last patrol car pull out. “They're gone. Let's check out the trail.”

They walked up to the police tape and stopped. When they were sure no one was watching, they ducked under it and walked into the cool dimness of the forest's edge. Pacie slowly walked down the path, looking around for anything out of the ordinary.

“I see lots of footprints,” Irma said, still recording. Vague indents in the sand of varying sizes showed a well-traveled path. “None look like Bigfoot, though.”

“I've never heard of Bigfoot wearing a suit.”

“I'm just saying.” Irma stopped recording and walked next to Pacie. “What are you thinking?”

Pacie took her cellphone from her back pocket. “My battery is at ninety-eight percent.”

“Are you going to call someone?”

“No, well maybe, if I have to call nine-one-one.” She put the phone back in her pocket.

When they reached the fork in the trail, they stopped.

“Where’s the dead rabbit?” Irma asked.

“I think that way,” Pacie said, pointing to the left. “Haley said the guy was on the path that went deeper into the forest. The other way goes to the beach.”

“I wonder if we should split up?” Irma said, looking down the path that led to the lake.

“The guy is probably already gone, especially since the area has already been searched.” Pacie began walking down the left fork. 

“I changed my mind; I'm going with you.” Irma followed behind Pacie as they ventured deeper into the thick trees. She stopped when a loud snap of wood came from the forest floor, about thirty yards away. She whispered, “What was that? It sounded heavy.”

Pacie stopped, too. She looked in the sound's direction but saw nothing. “A deer, maybe.”

“Or the guy,” Irma said, raising her camera in the sound's direction. She zoomed in and then sighed with relief. “You're right, it's a deer.”

The white-tailed deer bounded away.

Pacie looked back at the trail entrance. “I don't think the boys can see much farther than this, so the little girl must have been abducted in this area.”

“Do you see the rabbit?” Irma asked.

“There it is”, Pacie said, pointing just off the trail where it had been pushed aside.

They walked up to it and bent over to take a closer look.

“Poor little thing,” Irma said, snapping a shot. 

Pacie took her phone and looked up a map of the area. “This trail doesn't go out to a road for what looks like several miles. It seems to go to a river that runs behind the power plant and then stops. It picks up again further away.”

Irma looked up at the sky through tree boughs. “It's getting cloudy, I wonder if it's going to rain.”

“Rain isn't in the forecast,” Pacie said. “Let's keep going before we run out of daylight.”

And so they did. It grew darker the deeper into the forest they went. Up and down hills for over an hour. Then they reached an eight-foot-high chain-link security fence that kept them from going any farther.

“I guess this is the end of the line,” Pacie said, looking through the steel wire mesh of the fence. “You can tell the trail used to cross that river, probably before Bulwark was built.”

“Yeah, and there's no way that guy could've crossed here because it would be impossible to get over the fence,” Irma said, looking up at the three strands of barbed wire that ran along its top. “But he was ten feet tall.”

Pacie looked at her phone again. “I don't know how accurate this map is, but there aren't any nearby roads that a car can travel, other than what leads to the power plant. So where did they go?”

“I don't know.”

Pacie looked left and right along the boundary. “There's no footpath along this side of the fence so if they followed it, it would've been tough going with all those prickly raspberry bushes.”

“There's no sign of anything being
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