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    DARTMOOR, DEVON. 1980.


    The landscape appeared prehistoric as the rising sun cast a golden hue across the ancient piles of rock. The tors resembled stone dinosaurs, jagged and huge, crossing the bleak terrain. The gently warmed dew had risen in a low mist.


    Stanley Bennet yawned. He’d witnessed the majesty of the moors countless times. He shivered, despite a thick coat and tight blanket.


    Beside him, Swanson dozed on.


    “I’m getting too old for this shit,” said Stanley and reached for his pipe and tobacco tin. He opened it, pinched the brown shreds and poked them into the head of the pipe. Tobacco fell onto the camera that hung around his neck. The bulky piece belonged to Swanson. Stanley clamped the pipe between his teeth and lit up. He puffed and sighed, leaning back against the stone wall.


    The two cold and wet men had camped beside a narrow road that wove a meandering route through Dartmoor. On one side spread the expanse of the moors. On the other, woodland seemed to lurk behind the wall.


    Stanley stood, stretched his legs and looked to the forest. The first morning rays failed to penetrate the closely packed trees, and mist rolled out between the twisted trunks.


    Swanson yawned and half-opened an eye. “What time is it?”


    “Coming up to five,” said Stanley without looking at his watch. The words steamed before his face.


    “Crap,” said Swanson, sitting up. “I guess I dozed off.”


    “I guess you did.”


    The two men looked out across the moors.


    “I miss anything?”


    “I would’ve woken you.” Stanley drew another puff from the pipe. “Looks like this has been a waste of a night. I could’ve been at Jane’s grave again instead.”


    “Jane’s grave? A loved one?”


    Stanley chuckled.


    “More an obsession. It’s a local legend. A few miles from here, there’s a grave in the middle of the road. Every morning, fresh flowers are placed there by unknown persons.”


    “How can they be unknown?” said Swanson and snorted. “Surely someone has staked out the grave.”


    “I have,” said Stanley, “many times. If you so much as glance away, there they are: fresh flowers.” He chewed the end of the pipe. “Another little mystery that makes life more interesting.”


    “Sounds good,” said Swanson, rummaging in the confines of his jacket. “More interesting than being stuck here.”


    “I can’t believe we haven’t seen anything. The sheer number of reports, I thought we’d find ghosts queuing up to be photographed!”


    Swanson sniggered. “Maybe they’re shy. They’re children, after all.”


    “Show some taste, Swanson.”


    “Sorry.”


    Stanley turned away from the young man. The bus crash at the site a week ago had been full of children – fourteen to be exact. All of them had been mangled as the roof of the bus crumpled in on them. Swanson was right; the spirits of the dead should be young children. But the journalist had no right to make light of it.


    “To be honest,” said Swanson, “I’m kinda glad the sun’s coming up. The things I’ve read…” He whistled. “Enough to make your skin crawl.”


    “Voices…figures playing in the road…childlike screams?” said Stanley. “Yeah, I can see how that could freak an amateur out. Looks like the paper will have to run another story.”


    Swanson nodded.


    “I suppose. What about you? I thought this was going to be the feature investigation in your book?”


    “It was, but now? I’ll have to come back. The Encyclopaedia of the Unexplained will have to wait. There has to be some kind of presence here. Too many people have seen too many things.”


    “What about Bovey Tracy?” suggested Swanson. “I hear that castle is full of ghosts.”


    “Old news,” Stanley replied. “This is something new…something special.”


    “It might’ve been,” said Swanson, finding his cigarettes and lighting one. He blew out a cloud of smoke. “Whatever it was, it’s gone now.”


    Stanley tapped his pipe against the stone wall, knocking out the spent ash. He groaned as he stepped away, his knees sounding like firecrackers.


    “Ouch!” said Swanson.


    “Oh yes, these old bones don’t like the cold.” He walked into the empty road, hands on hips and a pained grin on his face. “God, I’m stiff.”


    Swanson rolled his eyes and took a drag of his cigarette.


    Stanley turned, looking down the road.


    “Swanson,” he hissed.


    “What?”


    “Get up here. Now!”


    The young man climbed to his feet. “We got through the night without seeing a thing,” he said, walking over. “I don’t think that now…whoa…who the hell is that?”


    Down the road, just around the first bend, a man in a black suit crouched by the wall. Shadow, cast by a bowler hat atop his head, concealed his face. He waved his hands over the road.


    “What the hell is he doing?” whispered Swanson.


    “You think that’s weird? That was the exact spot where the bus crashed,” said Stanley. “They moved the cards and flowers yesterday. I camped up here for the better view. What is he doing?”


    Swanson nodded to the camera hanging around Stanley’s neck.


    “Snap him!”


    “What?”


    “Snap him! Take a photo.”


    “Why? He might be some crank. He might not be doing anything at all!”


    The road in front of the stranger burst into flames.


    The two men jumped back.


    “Oh shit!” cried Swanson. “You see that? It’s…it’s…”


    “Yes,” said Stanley, his mouth hanging open. “It’s a blue fire…”


    “Snap it,” ordered Swanson, his eyes not moving from the lone figure. “You know what this is? It’s a man in black. The stuff of modern alien legend. Snap him!”


    Stanley fumbled with the camera, raising it to his eye. He centred the man, still waving his arms over the strange flames, in the viewfinder.


    “Do it!” said Swanson, almost bouncing with excitement.


    Stanley pressed the button.


    Click. Whir!


    The man in black looked up, revealing blue, glowing eyes set into a pale, narrow face.


    “Shit,” cried Swanson again. “He’s seen us.”


    “Whatever he’s doing, I think we should go. Right now.”


    “Agreed.”


    They turned away from the figure and, leaving their few possessions behind, fled up the road. Stanley ignored the heavy camera bouncing against his chest.


    “Quick!” shouted Swanson, glancing over his shoulder. “He’s following!” His words echoed across the otherwise silent plain.


    Stanley looked behind. The man in black walked up the road after them. The blue fire had vanished.


    “The woods,” Swanson cried. “We can lose him in the woods!” He bore left, his frantic footfalls slapping against the road.


    Stanley leapt against the wall, his legs kicking and propelling him over. Landing with a grunt in the dirt and twigs, he jumped straight back up.


    Swanson, younger and more limber, leapfrogged the low wall and carried on running.


    Stanley followed, entering the dark cover of the forest. He gasped for breath as the leaves whipped him. Twigs and branches scraped against his face. He stumbled, kicking up small stones and musty detritus.


    Ahead, Swanson hurtled through the woods and disappeared within the darker shadows.


    “Swanson,” Stanley called after him. “Wait!”


    He pushed himself up and carried on, chest and legs burning.


    Deeper into the trees, Stanley stopped. The woods appeared the same on all sides, with no sign of the reporter. He pulled the camera from around his neck and threw it on the floor, glad to be free of the weight.


    “Swanson,” he shouted. “Swanson! Where are you?”


    The forest answered with a series of clicks and chirps.


    Stanley froze.


    “Swanson?”


    More noises echoed through the trees.


    A cry rang out, and fingertips of ice scraped down Stanley’s back.


    He ran in the direction of the scream, bolting through the trees on his left. Ahead, the trees thinned out into a clearing.


    “Swanson!”


    Stanley fell through the foliage into the small patch of open land. A stream trickled through the clearing. Beside it, several large rocks lay in a heap, as if neatly stacked by a giant putting his toys away. A small groan sounded from behind them.


    Stanley dashed towards the rocks. He skidded to a halt on the leaf-covered ground.


    Swanson lay on his back, arms by his sides. His fleece jacket had ripped down the middle and hung open, spread out like wings. Entrails hung out, like thick, bloodied worms. A patch of crimson spread from the reporter and stained the leaves around him.


    “Oh God,” said Stanley.


    Swanson lifted his head. Deep lacerations criss-crossed his face, and blood erupted from between his lips.


    “Stanley…” he gurgled.


    “Don’t move!” Stanley dropped to his knees beside his companion. “Don’t speak!”


    Swanson coughed, spewing out a red geyser.


    “Behind…”


    “I told you!” Stanley shouted. “Keep still and don’t speak!”


    “Behind…you…”


    “What?”


    Stanley turned.


    The shadows between the trees moved, sliding over each other. More chirps and chattering echoed from within.


    Stanley swallowed, his body trembling.


    Hundreds of eyes, large and white, opened in the woods.


    “Oh God,” he moaned again. “We have to get out of here!”


    Swanson stared up into the dull morning sky, unmoving. Blood trickled from his lips and off his chin.


    Stanley stood and backed away from the body.


    The eyes watched from every direction.


    “No!” he screamed.


    The darkness flowed out of the trees, accompanied by a tremendous clicking and snapping.


    “Nooo!”
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    The bright spring sunshine filled the windows of the classroom, which showed an impressive view of the staff car park. The pleasant weather did little to lighten Frank Harper’s mood. He sat in a stuffy room with thirty one greasy teenagers.


    He picked up his worn mug, with the word STRESSED written across it in bold black lettering. The rim had a sizable chip in it, exposing the rough ceramic under the glaze. He’d heard such chips and cracks were a playground for bacteria. He decided to ignore the advice. He raised the mug to his lips and enjoyed two large and lingering mouthfuls of the steaming brew.


    Mmmm…lovely.


    Frank adored coffee. The magical elixir helped him through the arduous days, giving him the strength to cope with a heavy workload and irate kids. Anne complained he drank too much coffee. She nagged him that his blood pressure—already a worry—would sky rocket. Members of staff also had reservations over his caffeine intake. Less concerned about his health, more annoyed at his bare-faced cheek of drinking all the coffee they all had to pay for.


    But he needed it more than them, so: end of discussion.


    “Mr Harper?”


    Frank sighed and replaced the mug on his desk, finding a free space between unmarked homework, worksheets and text books.


    “Yes, Samantha?”


    “It’s not working.”


    “It never does, does it?”


    He stood from his desk, exposing his whereabouts to the whole class. They paid no attention, all more concerned with doing their own thing. Kyle Heyes was making something out of paper, a plane probably, to be pitched at the girls sitting in front of him. Andrew Sneddon idly flicked through a glossy magazine. The cover showed a blonde in a bikini draped over a blue sports car. Helen Braithwaite sat on the back row talking into her mobile phone.


    Her mobile phone, for God’s sake!


    In front of each pupil lay the components of an electrical motor. Only the three girls on the front row seemed motivated to tackle the problem.


    “Right, Samantha,” Frank said, walking around his desk. “What seems to be the problem?”


    “It’s just not working, sir. I think the power pack’s dodgy.” Her partners nodded in agreement.


    “Do you know for sure? I don’t want to bother the technician for a replacement just for you girls to say that it still isn’t working. Have you done a systematic check to be sure it’s the power pack that’s faulty?”


    The girls looked at him like he spoke ancient Greek.


    He sighed again.


    Are these three really the brightest in the class?


    “It’s the power pack, sir. They’re all dodgy. The school should get new ones.”


    “I would love for us to get some new ones, Samantha, but it’s not that simple. We have budgets to adhere to, you know.”


    “That’s not fair, sir.”


    He longed for the exchange to end before his coffee cooled down.


    “The Catholic school gets brand new equipment,” the girl continued. “And they get to play with lasers. And-”


    “And it’s all stories,” he finished for her. “They’re on the same budget as us and have the same problems.” He glanced at the scattered pieces of motor on the desk. “Get building the rest of it. If it still doesn’t work, then I’ll call the technician.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Idiot kids.


    Frank returned to his desk and sat, the coffee cup instantly raised to his lips.


    Physics had such a stigma about it, deemed the most boring of all high school subjects. Frank conceded defeat before the pupils had even walked through the door. He loved the subject. To explain the universe, to understand that the earth is hurtling through space and why everything doesn’t fly off fascinated him. Anne nagged that he spent too much time seeing the world through the eyes of a physicist. He confessed to her that while running a bath, he tried to imagine a model, a formula even, of the interaction between the rates of the water coming from the hot and cold taps. Combining this with the difference in degrees, he was confident that he could calculate the final temperature of his bathwater.


    She said it was stupid.


    But now she knows better than to speak back.


    Frank glanced around his classroom.


    Andrew Sneddon hit the girl beside him with his magazine, which had been rolled up into a more effective weapon. From overheard conversations, Frank knew the Sneddon boy and the girl had slept together several times, despite being only fourteen. He hoped the little slut got pregnant, and Sneddon caught some nasty STD that turned his dick green. He chuckled. Swift justice. It really would teach them.


    His classes never used to be this disordered. He’d once thrown a chair at a first year boy, and ran onto the football pitch during a school match to apprehend a pupil. Back in those days, reputation and hearsay kept classes in control.


    Now, the kids had no respect for anyone: teachers, parents, not even themselves, as the Sneddon boy and his floozy showed. Teachers left like rats from a sinking ship.


    But not me. No way.


    He swallowed another gulp of coffee. Having already drank half, he dreaded leaving the class for a top up.


    A loud smack! rang out from the rear of the class.


    Frank looked up.


    Sneddon brought the rolled up magazine down on the blonde girl’s head a second time. She cried out and shot him a vicious look, rubbing her scalp through her golden locks. The Sneddon boy grinned.


    “Andrew!” Frank barked. “There is a time for pranks like that, and it’s not in my lesson. Do we understand?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Other members of the class giggled and whispered.


    Frank lowered his gaze to the contents of his desk again. The pile of coursework needed to be marked by the end of the week and-


    Smack!


    “Ow! Sir, tell him!”


    Frank slammed the coffee mug down onto the desk. Some of the contents swilled out and stained a pile of freshly photocopied worksheets.


    “I did just tell him, Patricia!” Frank bellowed. “This is your final warning, Andrew!”


    The boy, sporting a cocky grin, let the rolled magazine drop to the desk top. It uncurled among the untouched motor parts.


    “Okay, sir. Jeez, take a pill…”


    Frank’s tension rose like the steam in a boiling pot. The beginnings of a dull ache inside his skull sharpened to a throbbing peak at the centre of his forehead. His hands pulled into tight fists to keep them under control. A quick breath whistled from his nostrils.


    “I don’t appreciate people answering back,” Frank said, desperately trying to keep the volume of his voice steady. It wanted to rise and shoot across the void between his mouth and the idiot child. It wanted to knock Sneddon back in a sonic wave, so the boy could feel the instructions vibrate through his bones… “Please, get on with your work.”


    Sneddon looked down at the task and fidgeted with a couple of magnets. “Relax!” he muttered. “Don’t do it…”


    “When you want to go to it…” the rest of the class murmured in unison, all wide eyes and mocking smiles.


    Frank’s chair toppled backwards as he bolted up from his desk, with his fists clenched tight. The throbbing headache flared, like a chisel had lodged into the front of his skull and a sadistic sculptor banged away with a large hammer.


    “If I hear that song one more time in this classroom, you will all be kept behind after school! Do I make myself clear?”


    The three girls on the front row, who had now put most of the motor together, bowed their heads, appearing guilty for the crime they barely committed. Sniggers and hushed comments drifted around the room.


    Sir’s lost it again.


    Did you see his chair fall?


    The Frankie Goes to Hollywood song played in Frank’s head; the song that swept through his classes like a forest fire after one eagle-eyed student had seen his first name on a folder.


    Relax…don’t do it…when you want to go to it…


    His heart raced and his anger bubbled higher.


    “Right, you goddamn-”


    The door to the classroom swung open, and a round face appeared around the light wood. The head of the science department smiled, his round spectacles rising on swelled cheeks.


    “Mr Harper, could I have a quick word?”


    Frank blew out a long and steady breath.


    “Certainly, Mr Quackenbush.”


    Frank bent down and righted the chair, pushing it under his desk. Downing the dregs of his coffee, he locked eyes with the beaming Andrew Sneddon.


    “Maybe it would be best in the store room,” Quackenbush suggested, nodding towards the plain, white door that stood to the side of the black board. “In private, eh?”


    Frank placed the empty mug on his desk and, without saying a word, turned around and slammed the door open. The class exploded into spontaneous conversation behind him. The chorus of Relax! started anew, led by Sneddon.


    The dingy physics store room was lit by a strip of lighting along the middle of the stained ceiling. The curtains, thick and black, had been tightly drawn across the windows. The room smelled of shaven metal and rotten wood, most of the dank odour coming from the aged shelving lining every wall. The shelves contained various sets of apparatus used across the physics curriculum. On one shelf, a miniaturised steam engine sat covered in dust. Another shelf had been overloaded with bulky oscillators, the units that displayed electrical signals, but the kids always thought were heart monitors. An experiment was underway on a rickety table in front of the window; a narrow beam of light from a ray box was being bounced off two facing mirrors. A protractor and a page filled with measurements sat beside it.


    Probably Jim the technician having a play, Frank thought. I hope he remembers to open the curtains and put the equipment away when he’s done.


    Quackenbush closed the door behind him. It blocked out most of the laughs and jeers, and the chorus of that damn song. Quackenbush smiled, like the eternal fat kid trying to win over a bully with chubby charm. Frank noticed his comb-over was exceptionally precise, the few remaining hairs atop his head uniformly spread for maximum cover.


    He must have seen some mighty important people this morning.


    “Frank,” said Quackenbush. “I’m sorry to disturb your class this way.”


    “Don’t worry about it; they were already wasting my time. What can I do for you?”


    “Well, this isn’t really that easy for me to say, Frank…” Quackenbush fingered a coil of wire on a shelf at his side; a nervous sign, like his darting eyes. He looked scared half to death.


    “Bloody hell, man, spit it out. I don’t want to have another rumour start about me by loitering in the storeroom with you! You know what the kids are like, anything to make fun.”


    Quackenbush nodded too eagerly. His cheeks wobbled. “Y-yes, I agree, yes.”


    “Then what is it?” Frank’s voice had started to creep upwards once more.


    For the love of God and the prophets, someone get me a coffee, ground roasted, two sugars.


    “I had some of the governors in this morning, had to find cover for my first period, it’s so hard to find someone who…”


    Frank glanced at his watch and then to the closed door leading back into his classroom. It sounded in uproar, Sneddon’s voice rising above the rest of the class.


    Quackenbush apparently took the hint and continued.


    “Yes, well, there is, like I said, no easy way to say this…”


    Frank stared at the flustering fat man. “Well?”


    Quackenbush looked up and met the cold gaze. With a determined swallow, he pushed his spectacles up his nose.


    “There have been complaints about you, Frank, very serious complaints indeed. The governors are concerned about the pupils in your classes.”


    Frank frowned.


    Governors? Complaints?


    “I’m sorry. I seem to be having trouble understanding you. Complaints? About…me?”


    “Yes, Frank. I’m sorry it has come to this. I blame myself, I saw the signs, and I should have done more for you, I…”


    Frank closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. The sculptor was back with his hammer and chisel. He wasn’t going to leave until his masterpiece of suffering was finished. Frank winced from the pulsing ache.


    “Wait a minute. Signs? What are you going on about?”


    “It happens to the best of us, Frank. The job, the kids, the workload. It’s getting to you.”


    “Rubbish!”


    Seeming to have hit his stride, Quackenbush continued regardless. “There have been complaints from several children regarding your outbursts and the governors take all complaints very seriously. And after the fiasco during the school football match-”


    “That boy should have been in my detention,” Frank spat.


    “There was a time for that!” said Quackenbush. “You dragged him off the field in front of his peers and his family. Do you know what that did to him? He was devastated and hasn’t played since. You could’ve handled the situation better.”


    “Oh, so now we are expected to let the snot-nosed little brats get away with everything? That boy was caught cheating on a test, an important test! And I was supposed to let it be for the sake of a football match?” Frank boomed.


    Quackenbush flinched.


    The class had grown quiet, the occupants probably sitting in silence to catch every word.


    “This is what I am talking about,” said Quackenbush, regaining his composure. “You have a temper. We all know that. You know that! It’s just that lately you really have been losing control. The other members of the department and myself have discussed this and-”


    “How dare you! Sitting in the staff room in your little huddled group talking about me behind my back? Why don’t you all come out and say it? You all think that I’m not up to the job anymore!”


    “Please. Please, try to calm yourself.”


    Frank turned from the portly head of science and leaned against the table. He arched his back and took a long, slow breath.


    That beam of light, he thought, looking down at the apparatus. I can calculate its speed. I can work out how much energy its photons contain. I can reflect it, diffract it, refract it through a prism. If I can control something this universal, how could I have let my own life fall to pieces? When did it start to take control of me?


    “We are concerned about you, that’s all. We don’t want you out and we are not trying to get rid of you. Look, it’s the Easter break in a fortnight. If you would like to take an extended holiday, I’m sure that the rest of the staff and I can cover your classes. We’re worried about you, Frank. You, Anne and the kids. Stuff the governors. This should get them off our backs. You can come back refreshed and raring to go, and we will never discuss any of this again. What do you say?”


    “What do I say?” Frank turned, his body shaking in anger. His lips curled away from his gritted teeth.


    “What do I say? I say fuck you. Fuck you and all the rest of them.” A tremor ran through him. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a class to teach.”


    Frank barged past and swung the door open. It hit the shelf behind. The coil of wire fell to the floor.


    The class sat in a stunned silence as he burst back in.


    “Sneddon!” he screamed. “My office! Dinner time!”
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    Anne pressed the bruise with her finger and moaned from the dull pain that bloomed under her skin. The dark crescent on her side, just below the ribs, had turned the colour of rotten fruit, surrounded by shades of yellow. She pressed the bruise again.


    Anne Harper perched on the side of the bath in her gloomy bathroom. Though a fine day outside, the narrow window allowed only a small amount of light in. Anne enjoyed the dimness. Brighter light would allow for a closer inspection that might reveal more bruises. She dropped her T-shirt back over her chest and belly.


    She cursed herself again for wearing that top: a little pink number, not too revealing. It had slid up her body while she reached into a high cupboard. Charlie noticed the bruising. I walked into the dining table, she had told her son and carried on cooking. He’d made some comment about the table being the wrong height to cause such a bruise. A look darkened his face, such a look of sadness and pity, out of place on the usually cheery face of the ten year old boy. Anne had felt like crying, but had managed to keep the tears inside. A weeping wreck could not prepare a meal for her family.


    On the other side of the bathroom door, the children ran up and down the stairs, tormenting Betsy with a chew toy. The dog was a Tibetan terrier, which to Anne sounded grand and mysterious. Betsy in reality was a huggable ball of black and white hair, whose tongue always lolled out of the side of her mouth.


    Maybe we can treat her to a good long walk later, Anne thought, the weather is great and as soon as Frank gets home from school…


    Frank.


    Please let him have a good day!


    She stood from the side of the bath and turned on the cold tap at the sink. The water ran for a few seconds. She swept her hand underneath and splashed the chilly water onto her face. It refreshed her skin and explained the redness around her eyes. No, Charlie, she would say, I haven’t been crying! I washed my face, that’s all. Must have got some soap in my eye.


    She caught her reflection in the small mirror over the sink and met her own stare. The petite woman looking back appeared too old to be just past thirty. The lines around her eyes were etched too deep, and the hair—once long, full and jet black—showed the first signs of grey.


    He doesn’t mean it, she thought at the woman in the mirror. It’s his temper. He just can’t control his temper. His body reacts, that’s all.


    The woman in the mirror retained her stony and accusing glare.


    He loves me, me and the kids. He doesn’t know what he’s doing. He loves us.


    The reflection seemed unmoved.


    But what about the kids? What if one day, you aren’t there? What if he gets in one of his tempers and Charlie or Bronwyn does something to upset him? What then?


    Anne closed her eyes. She forced away the niggling voice.


    Her body shivered. Tears gathered along the edge of her lower eyelids and swelled, cascading down each cheek. She wept in silence, a knack perfected over many nights lying next to her husband.


    Wasn’t everything her fault? The reason Frank got so mad, why the kids were always asking if everything was okay? During one particularly hard week, the week Frank had stormed onto a football pitch to apprehend a pupil, she’d started to plan her own death. Her hand had rifled through the contents of the medicine cabinet, like a child would run his hand over jars of sweets.


    Razor blades were her front runner for a while; to go out in a red blaze of glory to make up for her timid and mundane existence. She thought against it. The mess would surely get Frank in a rage. Slashing your wrists was a very selfish way to commit suicide. She opted for the pills. An overdose of painkillers, fall asleep…hello oblivion. The voice had crept up again—the annoying, nagging voice she supposed was her conscience. If she swallowed all the painkillers in the house, what about Frank and his headaches? He’d lash out, of course, and without her around…


    The idea of suicide had come and gone within the week.


    Things haven’t been this bad since Katie…


    The memories flew thick and fast, pounding into her. She gripped the sink to keep from falling, swept to the floor by the sudden tidal wave of sounds and images. She almost smelt the hospital and felt the touch of her daughter’s hand…


    No!


    She refused to wander down this corridor again.


    I’m sorry, but the latest test results aren’t good.
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    “I’m sorry, but the test results aren’t good.”


    “What do you mean? They aren’t good?” Frank demanded.


    The doctor glanced down at his notes on the clipboard in his hands. He looked young, in his early thirties at the most. It did nothing to reassure Frank and Anne that Katie was receiving the utmost care; especially Frank. He preferred an old pro, the consultant himself, to be on hand.


    “Her stats have dropped over the last twenty four hours. The next twenty four will be crucial to see if she can get through this.”


    “Thank you, doctor,” Anne said from behind her husband.


    She sat in an uncomfortable plastic chair by her daughter’s bedside, clutching Katie’s small, pale hand. A mountain of pillows supported Katie’s head, and the brilliantly white bed sheets were drawn up beneath her chin. Her arm hung out of the side of the bed.


    The doctor said his goodbyes and left, his white coat billowing out behind him as he walked down the ward, like some medical superhero. Frank joined Anne by the bed, sitting on another chair at the opposite side.


    Katie had never been a strong girl. Having been born premature, it seemed life had already marked her for a tough ride. She was so small when she was born that Frank could fit her into the palm of his hand. Sure, the nurses thought it was cute, but Anne realised their smiles and good natured comments hid their worry. Babies should not be that small, and they had seen enough to know it.


    At age ten, Katie was still the smallest in her class, and Charlie had nearly reached her height, despite being five years her junior. She caught diseases easily: measles, mumps, chicken pox – she’d had them all, and Anne had spent many days just like this, holding her daughter’s hand while the latest infection had run rampant.


    But this? This was far worse than any of those. Katie hung in the destructive grip of leukaemia. It explained why she was so weak, and why her immune system was so low, something that Anne always put down to being an early child.


    The body eating itself, it was a thought that made Anne sick. She imagined a cluster of mutated cells, all disfigured and oozing. The creatures from dozens of fifties’ B-grade movies popped into her head, like The Blob or The Brain from Planet Arous, invading her daughter’s body. She could see it creeping through her daughter, taking a bite from this or a nibble of that.


    She guessed that Frank, ever the physicist, saw it differently. Probably a formula, something like tumour size divided by survival expectancy multiplied by a hundred, would give the amount of shit they were in.


    The worst of it was the chemotherapy. She saw the chemo as a wave of steaming green liquid, like boiling bleach, flowing through her daughter’s veins and arteries, dissolving the beasties on contact. But in her mind’s eye, she also saw Katie’s body dissolve a little too.


    The effects of the chemo were more visible than the cancer. Katie’s hair, which had been long enough for her to sit on at one point, was gone; only feathery tufts remained. Her gums were so full of sores that she could barely talk during the rare times that she was awake.


    She wasn’t coping with the raging battle between the cancer and the chemo. She looked like a straw doll, limp and lifeless, not the vibrant daughter that Anne once knew.


    Frank lifted the bed sheet back enough to find Katie’s other hand and gripped it.


    “She’ll make it,” he said. “She’s a fighter.”


    Anne felt the tears coming again.


    “That’s just it, Frank.” She sniffed. “I don’t think she can fight any more.”


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    4.


    
      
    


    “Mum!”


    Her daughter’s call snapped her back to reality. Away from the hospital room that stank of disinfectant, Anne returned to the dim bathroom of their home on Penny Crescent, the cold tap still running.


    “Mummy!”


    Anne wiped her eyes.


    “W-what is it, dear?”


    “Mum! Dad’s home!”


    The words hit Anne like the blare of an alarm. She swept her hair back, wiped her face dry and sniffed the drip from her nose.


    “I’ll be right there, babe,” she called through the closed door. She looked into the mirror again. Her eyes were puffy and red.


    God help me if he thinks I’ve been crying – oh shit – Frank’s home, Frank’s home!


    She steadied herself in a long breath. Like her ability to weep in silence, the trick of stopping her tears had also been a harsh lesson over the years. She turned off the tap and, refusing to look into the mirror again, unlocked the bathroom door and stepped onto the landing.


    Betsy caused a din in the living room at the front of the house, a daily tradition. The dog always welcomed the master home with a series of excited barks and whimpers. Anne presumed the children stood with her, waving at their father through the large window.


    With one last readjustment of her hair and a sweep of her hands across her damp cheeks, she started towards the stairs.


    It’s Friday, she thought, everything will be fine. He’s finished for the weekend. I can go and finish making the food and-


    The front door opened and hit the wall behind it with a crash. Anne stopped at the head of the stairs.


    Oh no.


    Gripping the banister, she rushed down, slippers pattering on each step. As she reached halfway, her husband stepped over the threshold.


    He wore his long coat, despite the pleasant warmth of the day. His briefcase hung by his side, gripped in a hand that shook in small, random movements. Raising this quivering hand, he flung the case down in the hallway. The catch popped and sprang open, spilling pens and sheets of paper all over the carpet. He looked up at Anne, who still stood on the stairs in shock, and without a word, he stormed through the hallway and into the kitchen.


    Anne descended the remaining stairs and closed the front door. She examined the deep dent in the wallpaper.


    “Mummy?”


    Bronwyn emerged from the living room, eyes darting in her sockets. She bit her lip.


    “It’s okay, honey.” Anne swallowed. “Charlie?”


    He appeared in the doorway, holding Betsy by the collar. Her tongue, as always, hung out the side of her mouth.


    “Charlie, take Betsy and your sister upstairs…”


    “Can’t we go outside?” whined Bronwyn. “I want to play in the garden and so does Betsy.”


    “You can’t. The Dean twins are outside, and I’d prefer it if you went upstairs.”


    “But Mummy-”


    “Upstairs!”


    Both children flinched. Bronwyn’s chin trembled, and she stared up at her mother.


    “Charlie,” Anne said, quieter, “take her upstairs.”


    Charlie nodded and with a small tug of his sister’s golden hair, led the way.


    Hearing them step onto the landing, Anne sighed and ventured into the kitchen. She walked straight in, fighting the urge to peek around the doorframe first, acting as natural as possible. Something had pissed him off.


    No need to rile him further.


    She discovered him hunched over the sink, shoulders trembling. Beside him, the kettle boiled, and coffee granules lay in and around a large mug. Frank stared out the window at the garden beyond.


    Anne feared to ask him. His fuse had been lit…but she needed to know.


    “Frank?” She cleared her sandy throat. “What’s the matter? What’s happened?”


    He snarled at his own reflection. Anne stepped back.


    “That place. The kids, the…” His fists clenched. “…the staff! Nothing is going my way. Nothing.”


    “Sit down, we can talk about it.”


    “You giving me orders now?”


    He spun away from the sink and faced her. His eyes were pink and swollen.


    “Talking! Everyone today wants to talk. That fat prick Quackenbush had plenty to say earlier. They want me out, Anne, they want me out!”


    He gripped the back of a dining chair, appearing weakened, as if revealing this shame had sapped his strength.


    “Did th-they fire you?”


    He shook his head.


    “Well then,” said Anne. “It’s not that bad. If they really wanted you out, they’d have fired you, wouldn’t they?”


    His fingers clamped tighter on the back of the chair, knuckles paling.


    “Are you so stupid?” he spat. “They’re wearing me down. They want me to quit, the final insult.”


    He shoved the chair away, and it hit the dining table with a heavy thud. Anne worried about what the kids could hear.


    Frank returned to the window. The kettle had only just clicked off. He picked it up and poured the steaming water into the mug.


    “Frank, please. You need to calm down…”


    “Stop telling me what to do!”


    Anne froze, recognising the danger zone of Frank’s temper, the place where fists did the talking.


    “Okay, just tell me what happened,” she said quietly.


    He closed his eyes and billowed out a lungful of air through his nostrils.


    “Quackenbush wants me to take some time off. Thinks I’m losing it, basically.”


    “He said that?”


    “I can read between the lines, Anne.”


    He lifted the mug to his lips and swigged of the hot coffee.


    “Maybe he’s right, dear,” said Anne. “You have been under a lot of pressure recently and you could spend more time with the kids and-”


    The mug hurtled through the air towards her. She dove to one side, and it hit the wall and smashed. The coffee exploded onto the cream wall, dyeing it a light brown.


    “Don’t you dare side with them,” Frank screamed. “Don’t you fucking dare!”


    Anne’s tears pooled along her eyelids. The kids wailed upstairs.


    Frank barged past, pushing her out of his way. Her back thumped the wall beside the coffee stain.


    “Where are you going?” she asked, her voice quivering.


    Not upstairs, please, not upstairs.


    “Out.”


    “But where?”


    “Out!”


    He stomped from the kitchen and seconds later, the front door smashed open again.


    She followed him outside. The Dean twins still sat on the wall across the road, both smoking and gulping from cans of lager.


    “You go, Frank,” shouted one.


    “Give the bitch a slap from me,” called the other.


    Anne ignored them and Frank didn’t seem to acknowledge their presence. He struggled with shaking hands to open the car door. Eventually the key found the small hole and slid home. He opened the door, climbed inside and started the engine. With a squeal of the tyres, he reversed off the short driveway and onto the tarmac of Penny Crescent.


    The Dean twins whooped and cheered, saluting Frank with raised cans.


    With another horse-powered growl, Frank sped off, leaving Anne shaking in the doorway to watch him go.
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    “…and police are looking into the cause of death. Now the weather, and it’s been a gorgeous day today with plenty of sunshine, temperatures in the eighteens and nineteens, and it looks like we can expect the same tomorrow. There’s been a warning from the meteorological centre that electrical storms are on the way, so batten down the hatches tonight, folks! That was your weather, here’s the latest one from—”


    Joe reached down and switched off the car stereo. The DJs’ voices really grated on his nerves, and the choice in music was appalling. It seemed the same on every station. The same song had been played five times while Joe had made the three hour journey from London. Some stupid pop song called Oh Baby Baby I Love You. He chuckled the first couple of times. The lyrics were as deep as a puddle in a heat wave, and the music consisted of one note over and over again. Thump thump thump. He only listened for the regular traffic reports, and he found it marginally better than silence.


    He checked his side mirror and manoeuvred the car around a bus.


    Joe loved the way the car moved and how it powered out of turns. The wind buffeted his hair and chilled his teeth as he smiled.


    I should have bought this a lot sooner. I never knew that driving could be so much fun!


    Joe had never been one for big, extravagant purchases, but when he saw the Porsche convertible in the showroom window, he had to have it. Destiny. You don’t make thousands of pounds near enough overnight, see this car and not buy it. Joe had lived the modest life for long enough.


    Even if it was all from a fluke…


    He slowed the car and hung a right, finally turning onto Penny Crescent. His grandmother lived in the last house, the third on the street, at the dead end.


    Joe hoped this time, she’d see sense. On every visit, he’d ask her, pretty much beg her, to return to London with him. An elderly woman shouldn’t live here alone.


    She just hasn’t been the same, not since Granddad died…


    And after the events of the past few months, he was determined to bring her back this time.


    …and that’s why. Bastards…


    He turned his head as he drove past the two youths sitting on a low wall on the right. The Dean twins. He knew all about them, ever since the Magistrate’s Court case. Jake Dean was dressed in black. His greasy, dark hair hung down past his ears. Like a negative image of his brother, Adam Dean sat beside him in a white tracksuit. A matching baseball cap sat atop his shaven head. Both held a can of lager and smoked.


    Joe stared at the pair of them with burning intensity.


    How dare you get away with what you did. One of these days…


    He studied Adam’s tracksuit closer and growled. The damned thing was Carter Sportswear, baseball cap too. The Carter logo dotted the whole outfit. The emblem burned in Joe’s mind: a collection of interlocking circles. Known in the Carter executive offices as the New World Design, to Joe, it was his design.


    How dare that thieving sack of shit wear my design. He can only afford it through stealing from old women…


    Adam Dean, as if hearing Joe’s angry thoughts, smirked and took another drag of his cigarette.


    “Bastards…” Joe said, not caring if the scumbags could lip-read.


    He broke his stare as a car shot past, heading in the opposite direction. Joe caught a brief glimpse of the driver, a balding man in his forties, hunched over the steering wheel, teeth clenched.


    “Betsy!” came a woman’s cry from the left.


    Joe turned back, and a black and white dog ran into the road ahead.


    “Oh shit…”


    He slammed his foot down hard on the brake. The car lurched forward, and his seatbelt pulled tightly across his chest. Tyres whining, the car ground to a sudden halt.


    The dog cowered a few feet away from the front bumper.


    Joe pursed his lips and released a long blow. His pulse throbbed in his neck.


    “Betsy! Betsy, you stupid dog!”


    A slim, petite woman with long dark hair ran down the driveway of the house on the left. She dashed into the road and swept the dog up in her arms. Whispering comforts to the mutt, she rubbed its chest with shaking hands.


    Joe glanced down. His own hands shook too. He unclipped his seat belt and pulled himself up above the windscreen.


    The Dean twins laughed. “Aw!” called Adam. “I was about to get the shovel then.”


    “Imagine the mess…” said Jake.


    “Is he okay?” Joe asked the woman, peering over the glass.


    She looked up.


    “It’s a she.” The woman gave the dog another quick rub. “She looks okay, thank Christ.”


    “Mum!” A small boy emerged from the house and dashed across the lawn. “Is Betsy all right?”


    “I told you to keep her upstairs! She came out after your father. Here, grab the collar and take her back inside. And close the door!”


    The boy nodded and gently tugged the dog away. “Come on, Betsy, dumb dog…”


    The dog howled once in protest, then allowed herself to be led away.


    The woman straightened and approached the car.


    “I’m sorry. My husband left in a hurry, and the kids were meant to keep the dog with them and…”


    “Really,” Joe interrupted, holding up a hand. “It’s fine. No harm done, eh?”


    Her lips parted in a weak smile. Joe expected her to burst into tears. Or maybe she’d already been crying. She wiped a red eye with the back of her hand.


    “I suppose,” she said. “You’re Mrs. McGuire’s son, aren’t you?”


    “Grandson, actually. I don’t look that old, do I?”


    She laughed, a feeble sound. The woman seemed exhausted. Drained, even. “I’m sorry. Tell her Anne says hello. We hardly see her around anymore, and it’s hard to pop over, what with the kids and everything.”


    Joe nodded. “I’ll tell her.”


    “Thank you, and sorry again.”


    “No problem.”


    She turned and headed back to the house.


    Joe watched her, and only when the front door had closed did he continue on his way.


    He glared at the Dean twins.


    Don’t they have anything better to do then sit on a wall and drink?


    He pulled the car into the empty driveway of his grandmother’s house at the end of Penny Crescent.


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    2.


    
      
    


    Joe had a key to his grandmother’s house and let himself in through the front door. He stood on an oriental rug in the dim hallway, small suitcase in his hand.


    “Grandma?”


    No reply.


    Something else seemed wrong. The air hung heavy with a strange odour; floral, yet with the underlying smell of burning wood.


    “Grandma? Are you okay?”


    He walked down the hallway, deeper into the house. The narrow corridor led to the kitchen at the rear. The lounge lay on his right.


    He swept the beaded curtain hanging from the doorframe aside and poked his head inside the room.


    The fragrant smell thickened. A large wooden orb on a table appeared to be responsible. Several sticks of incense poked out of the sides, light smoke drifting from the glowing tips. He entered the room, ducking beneath the various dream catchers attached to the ceiling. They lazily span on the slightest of air currents. He stepped around clay pots lying about the floor among hundreds of battered paperbacks and dusty old tomes.


    Oh Grandma, he thought, not all this again.


    “Ah, Joseph, you’ve come in.”


    Joe turned.


    His grandmother Eleanor stood in the doorway. She held a tray containing a steaming teapot, a couple of cups and a plate piled high with biscuits. Joe noticed the concentration on her face, as if the weight of the tray could topple her at any moment, should she take her attention from it.


    “Here, let me get that,” Joe offered, letting his suitcase drop to the floor.


    “Thank you, Joseph.”


    He gingerly reached for the tray, the cups clinking against each other as the exchange was made.


    “Anywhere on the table will do,” she said.


    He slowly turned, holding the tray out, then placed it on a coffee table in the middle of the room. A few books fell to the floor as he slid the tray on.


    “Don’t mind them,” she said. “Sit yourself down.”


    Joe, leaving his suitcase on the floor, approached the sofa against the wall. He shifted various shawls and cushions to make room.


    Eleanor walked to the window, stepping around the objects scattered on the floor with surprising grace and agility. Her bare feet silently moved across the carpet. She pulled back a flimsy lace curtain and peered out into the bright street.


    “They’re still there,” she said.


    “The Deans? Oh yeah, they’re out there all right. They haven’t been bothering you again, have they?”


    “They broke some of the fence posts out the front,” she replied, not moving her gaze from the window. “I watched them do it. Blind drunk, the pair of them. Kicking it, they were. Kicking and shouting.”


    “Didn’t anyone do anything about it?” Joe asked, outrage clear in his voice. “I thought their mother was meant to be keeping them in check?”


    “I think Jenny’s as afraid of the boys as the rest of us.”


    She let the curtain fall, but still remained by the window. The sunlight illuminated half her face, highlighting every crack and crevice in her skin. It added ten years to her appearance.


    “You shouldn’t have to put up with them!” Joe said, voice rising. “Not after what they put you through.”


    “That’s all over with, Joseph. Well, once this money business is finished with. I don’t know why you insisted I went through with the court. All more bother. I don’t need any more money. What am I going to spend it on? I just want all this behind me.”


    “Grandma, you can’t just let them get away with what they did! Just because the police were lenient with them, it doesn’t mean we have to be. We’ll take them for every penny they have!”


    “Look at the house, Joseph. They don’t have much. And it’ll be Jenny that has to pay it, not them. I feel sorry for that woman, having to raise two hooligans like that on her own.”


    Eleanor wandered away from the window. She sat in a high backed armchair that faced the television.


    “They broke into your house,” said Joe. “Your home! They should have been punished, but look at them. Sat outside drinking, happy as Larry.”


    “Always been a handful, them two. Even as kids. Did you know that they thought I was a witch?”


    Joe looked around the large living room. With all the books, exotic ornaments and rich tapestries that adorned every wall, he wasn’t surprised she was considered a mystic.


    “Anyway,” she continued, “let’s hear no more about it. I’m sure you didn’t come all this way to have a debate with your old grandmother!”


    “You were a wreck last time I came. I mean, getting up in the middle of the night and hearing them two rummaging around downstairs? Even I would have shit myself-”


    “Joseph!”


    “Sorry.”


    Her frown lightened and she smiled. “Have some tea. Maybe that will give your foul mouth something better to do.”


    He sat in silence, watching her pour two small cups of tea from the pot.


    “How was your journey? Not much traffic, I hope.”


    “It was fine,” he replied, receiving a saucer from his grandmother’s shaking grasp. “Made good time.”


    “I watched you pull up from the window. That’s a new car, isn’t it?”


    Joe nodded.


    “It’s a bit…flash.”


    Joe drank some tea. “I thought it was time I treated myself. It’s been a while.”


    “I didn’t know drawing paid so much.” She took a quick sip from her cup.


    “It’s not as simple as drawing, grandma. It’s called ‘graphic design’.”


    “The whole New World Design thing paid that much then?”


    “Yeah. Carter use it on all their products, and now that the American royalties are coming through, I’m on a good thing.”


    Eleanor picked up a jammie dodger from the plate of biscuits, but then reconsidered, choosing a more sensible custard cream instead. “Have you forgiven yourself yet?”


    He paused.


    “What do you mean?”


    “You were so upset on the phone, Joseph. The New World Design logo was your work. You should be proud.”


    Joe grunted and drank more tea.


    “This is good. What kind is it?”


    “My own special blend. A mixture of leaves from India and China. Warms the soul!”


    Joe and Eleanor shared a quiet moment as they enjoyed the hot tea. The occasional twinkle of a wind chime drifted through from outside. Joe thought of the DJ’s warning.


    …electrical storms on the way, so batten down the hatches tonight, folks!


    “I bumped, almost literally, into the neighbours on my way down the street,” he said.


    “The Harpers?”


    Joe described how he’d nearly hit Betsy the dog, and that Anne had passed on her good wishes.


    “Now there is a poor woman, little Anne Harper.”


    “What do you mean?”


    His grandmother swallowed. “You didn’t see the husband, Frank, did you?”


    “I might’ve done. Some guy drove past me like hell was on his heels.”


    “Was he a middle aged man? Balding?”


    “Yeah, that’s him.”


    “Such an angry man, Frank Harper. They think their problem is contained, that no one knows. But I see things. Hear things too. I know what’s going on in that house.”


    He leaned closer. “What?”


    Eleanor leaned in too. Joe expected her bones to creak.


    “There’s something wrong with him, you mark my words. He uses that poor woman like a punch bag, beats her black and blue. She tries to cover the cuts and bruises, but I’ve seen them.” She tapped her temple. “Something not quite right up here. A switch that doesn’t switch, I think.”


    Joe placed his drink back on the tray. Tea leaves swam in the bottom of his cup like a black sludge. His grandmother had entertained him many times by reading them when he was a child.


    “This is the problem, Grandma. Teenage thugs across the street, and a wife beater next door? It’s not safe here. Not for someone of your age living alone.”


    Eleanor chuckled. “I’m not as old and decrepit as some of you like to think.”


    “This isn’t a joke,” said Joe. “Every time I visit, I try to get you to come back to London with me. This time, I’m determined. I’m not going back without you.”


    “I’ve told you before. This is my home. I lived here with your granddad for most of my life. I’m not going to give up all these memories over a couple of wayward teenagers.”


    “But we can take all your stuff with us,” Joe pleaded. “You can still have your memories. I can afford a good house for you now, and in a nice area too.”


    “Throwing money around is not the solution. I hope your recent success hasn’t gone to your head. I know we raised you better than that, Joseph.”


    He sat back and sighed. “I just want you to be safe.”


    “And I am! The Dean twins tried to steal a few things, but they were caught. They won’t be back because next time they go to prison. Frank Harper only has fists for his wife. I feel ashamed to say it, but let that fact reassure you that he is not going to come over here. I don’t think he has ever come here. Stop worrying. Besides…”


    Eleanor rose from the armchair and lovingly stroked the top of its high back.


    “Your grandfather used to sit in this chair for hours. He’d push it up to the window and just watch the day go by.” She gestured out of the doorway. “He’d wake me up in the mornings with his whistling while he cooked me bacon and eggs for breakfast. This is all I have left of him. Memories and photographs. I could take the photos to London, I could even take the chair, but I feel like I’d be leaving him behind. Do you understand?”


    Joe sighed again. “I do, Grandma, I really do. But at least think about it. Okay?”
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    Eleanor had built all the shelving that covered the walls of her study; it had normally been a job for Arthur. Like the lounge, the study existed in a state of organised mess, with hundreds of books adorning every surface.


    Eleanor sat in a beaten old armchair next to the table and listened to Joseph change channels on the television downstairs. She rolled her eyes and reached for a book on Wicca.


    She’d only glanced over the chapters on magic and spell casting. Eleanor had no interest, nor belief, in attention-seeking teenage girls in fishnet stockings, claiming they could make it rain.


    Only the core theories of the book mattered. What made this religion tick? And more importantly, what lay in wait for us after death?


    The belief centred on a God and Goddess. This symbolised a force of nature, a force found in every living thing. When you die, this force leaves your body and returns to the ether to be distributed once again.


    The thought did little to appeal to Eleanor. The whole point of existence was to be a life force thermos, keeping the contents fresh until it was time to distribute again? Where was the comfort in that?


    She shook her head and closed the book.


    Christianity, she thought. Now you’re talking.


    Eleanor had only been to church a couple of times, dragged down as a child to various weddings and funerals. She remembered that church was a very dull and boring place, with an egomaniacal priest telling what you could and couldn’t do, and then they made you sing! But heavens, there was an attraction. To finally go down that dark tunnel and meet Arthur at the pearly gates to live forever in paradise.


    Now that would make all this worthwhile.


    Eleanor reached over to the table, where a fresh cup of tea sat waiting. She held the handle in her frail grip and lifted the china cup to her lips. After a small sip of the steaming drink, she replaced it beside the pile of books on Buddhism.


    Those reads had been a shock to her system. Reincarnation? It had some charm. Eleanor had imagined Arthur brought back as a bird, soaring over lakes and forests; or a majestic lion, roaming the African savannah. But what if he had been reincarnated as a slug? Or a worm?


    What if I’m reborn as a bird and end up eating my reincarnated wormy husband?


    She refused that belief system, although the image of Buddha, a chubby cheerful man, raised her spirit more than Jesus dying on a cross.


    The book slid off her lap and onto the floor, spreading open as it hit the carpet.


    She’d spent years reading about all the various religions, searching for an answer. Many philosophers and religious leaders had dedicated lifetimes trying to answer the immortal question of what happens after death. Eleanor had dedicated her remaining years to such a cause: sifting through writings to
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