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DRAMATIS PERSONAE 

Of the Shepford Stacey C of E Primary School: 

Headmistress: Audrey Finch-Matthews 

Teacher: Harriet Findlater 

Classroom Assistant: Charlotte Chadwick Dinner Lady: Stephanie ‘Stevie’ Baldwin 

Patron: Rev. Septimus Lockwood 

Caretaker: Saul Catchpole 

Cleaner: Florence Atkins 

Sundry pupils 

Residents of Shepford Stacey 

Allington, Meredith – married to Derwent, children Mercedes and Austin 

Borrowdale, Martha – married to Seth, children Isaac, Jacob, and Maria 

Bywaters-Flemyng, India – married to Hartley, son Sholto 

Baldwin, Stephanie ‘Stevie’ – dinner lady, barmaid, and mother of Spike 

Baldwin, Patsy and Frank – Stevie’s parents 

Baldwin, Elsie – Stevie’s grandmother 

Course, Caroline – staying in one of the holiday cottages Darling, Ernest – married to Margaret and owns the Ring o’ Bells pub. Son David 

Gorman, Vera – sister of Letty. Both run the village post office 

Greenslade, Robbie – landlord of the Temporary Sign pub 

Hammond, Chris – married to Ann. Daughter Isobelle. 

Runs the village shop 

Leclerc, Gabriella – married to Morgan, son Lorcan 

Macpherson, Maura – married to Cameron, son Angus Smithers, George and Kathy – elderly couple staying in 

one of the holiday cottages 

Snoddy, Adrian – married to Pippa, son Milo 

The Officials: 

Detective Inspector Harry Falconer 

Detective Sergeant ‘Davey’ Carmichael 

Sergeant Bob Bryant 

PC Merv Green 

PC Linda ‘Twinkle’ Starr 

PC John Proudfoot 

Superintendent Derek ‘Jelly’ Chivers 

Dr Philip Christmas 

Dr Hortense ‘Honey’ Dubois 

Introduction 

Shepford Stacey is a relatively nondescript village. One can drive through it and not even notice it, for there is simply nothing to make it stand out from the other more picturesque villages of this area, and it is usually ignored by the tourist trade. 

It had originally grown up just south of a monastery, but that was before Henry VIII had his huge snit and instituted the Dissolution. He believed that if you didn’t like the rules of the club you were in, then you ought to start a new one and write the rules to suit your own tastes, which is exactly what he did: an example followed by a certain Mr Cromwell, who also destroyed rather a lot of history and architecture, to the great loss of the public at large. 

The sacking and burning of the monastery, however, did not mean the end of the settlement, as much agriculture had developed around the village to serve the monastery, and although the usual lines of commerce were disrupted by the destruction of the main customer’s headquarters, there were other markets in larger surrounding communities, to take their spare produce and turn it into hard cash. Thus the village survived. 

If we fast-forward to the present, the old monastery ruins and the site of its gardens are still there, protected by National Heritage, but it is one of those sites that has little to recommend itself, except as a perfect place to let young children run and climb (suitably supervised) to their hearts’ content, and burn off as much energy before tea-time or bedtime as possible. For anyone who is not a child wishing to run around until he or she drops, it has little to offer. There is, therefore, no little booth selling tickets; there are no kind elderly folk offering to walk around the site with you, explaining how life used to be lived there. There is no twee shop lurking, selling postcards and tacky souvenirs, guidebooks and leather bookmarks. Admission is free and unsupervised.  

Although it is fenced off, the site is accessible through a pair of wide gates that, at the moment, have allowed ingress to a caravan with three occupants. Whether or not the caravan has been granted permission to park on such a site is a matter of much gossip in the village (for there is not much happening at this time of year, and any distraction is appreciated). Only the three occupants – or at least the two grown-ups – comprehend the viability of their presence there, and no one has had the radical idea of just asking them. The English ideal of never offending by prying holds dear in this little outpost of English life, thus prolonging the life of gossip, and giving it more ‘legs’ than it would have had if someone had just posed a simple question in the first place. 

The village itself is built around a crossroads, with St Anselm’s Church at one corner (a ghastly Victorian Gothic revival), and the village shop diagonally opposite. The other two corners are occupied by the village’s two public houses. The one between the church and the shop on the south-east side is called The Ring o’ Bells, and it is not difficult to understand how it got its name. The pub on the corner on the north-west side is called, rather more puzzlingly, the Temporary Sign.  

It had been known for many years as the Coach and Horses, and very happy everyone was with this – until the new landlord arrived, and decided that the sign was getting very tatty and needed repainting. Having hired a firm to carry out this procedure, he was instantly fascinated by the temporary sign they hung in its place to indicate that it was still a viable public house, and not closed down, as are so many country pubs these days.

The landlord, infatuated with the rather unexpected renaming of his establishment (which he considered ‘trendy’), cancelled the repainting and paid to keep what was to have been a – well, a temporary sign. The company he dealt with were perfectly happy with the arrangement, because they got paid without having to produce a masterpiece, and the landlord was happy because he had had his little joke, and hoped that it would bring customers in just to enquire about it. 

There was a small post office, but this was scheduled to close at the end of the year, unless a suitable location could be found to rehouse it, as the postmistress was due to retire, and the present post office was situated in what would become, and had been before, the main reception room of her house. To this end, it still retained its attractive bow window, for when it reverted back to its original usage.  

The only other village amenities were a riding school, just south of the main village, and Blacksmith’s Terrace; five tiny dwellings that had been cleverly converted into holiday cottages by the couple that ran the riding school. Thus, could they provide not only the mounts for a horsey holiday, but the accommodation also, and collect on both fronts. 

With these two sides to their business, they managed to make an all-year-round living. There were always people who liked to get away in the winter, even if only for Christmas and the New Year. There were also those who liked to hack around the countryside in the winter crispness. If one combined these with the local children who clamoured for lessons to such a degree that there was a waiting list, and the many gymkhanas that took place in the county to be practised for, and you have a healthy business, most of the income coming in the summer, but sufficient from winter lets, lessons, and hacks, to keep a family going all year round. 

The only building likely to catch a casual passer-by’s eye was the terrace of alms-houses in The Main (literally the main street). Named boringly and predictably the Victoria and Albert Alms Houses, the architect had been a fan of Elizabethan architecture and, given a free hand by the village’s benefactor, had included mullioned windows and beautiful barley-twist chimneys in his plans 

As was stressed at the beginning of this introduction, there was little to attract a passing traveller and cause him to break his journey for a stay here. It was just a little village – not a hamlet, for it boasted a church, no matter how ugly – that got on with its existence without a huge influx of tourists in the summer months, and it was glad of that. Life was tranquil and peaceful. 

Chapter One 

Thursday 31st March 

I 

‘Good morning, Imogen. You know where the cake tin goes, don’t you, Charlotte?’  

‘Good morning, Spike. Yes, I can see that Mummy’s been busy in the kitchen. Isn’t that lovely?’  

‘Use your handkerchief, Milo dear, not your sleeve. Not a problem, Mr Snoddy. I can understand how difficult it is for you, living in a caravan like that. Why not hang on at the end of school and buy something delicious as a treat?’  

‘Yes, Mummy will be cross if you scuff your lovely new shoes, Mercedes. Pick your feet up, dear, and walk properly. What a grown-up boy you are, Austin, carrying that big plastic box. In the foyer, Mrs Allington. The table’s just on the right.’ 

‘Angus MacPherson, don’t you let me hear you use that word again, or you’ll be staying in at playtime for the third time this week.’ 

‘Isaac Borrowdale, I want that chewing gum straight in the bin when you get inside. Do you understand? Straight away! I will not have a repeat of what happened on Monday.’ 

‘Don’t worry, Lorcan. I expect it’s the chilly wind. Thank you so much, Mrs LeClerc.’  

She called into the school foyer, ‘Mrs Chadwick, do you think you could let Imogen see herself into the classroom? Lorcan here has had a little accident. Spare pants in the usual place. Thank you.’ 

As the children were delivered to the school door, many of the parents shot through the doors with tins or plastic containers, for there was to be a bake sale that day, as the school was breaking up for the Easter Holidays, and breaking up very late, for today was Maundy Thursday, the double Bank Holiday weekend almost upon them. 

Thus did Audrey Finch-Matthews, long-since widowed headteacher of Shepford Stacey Church of England Primary School, welcome her charges to school, and call her thanks to the contributing mothers, on the last day of the spring term. As she cajoled and upbraided the youngest of the pupils, she patted her dark brown (dyed) curls into place and allowed herself a moment of smugness. Hers was a popular school and, although numbers were low at the moment, she had not an ounce of worry that it would close. The vicar had recently opened a waiting list, allowing children from other villages to apply to attend the school, and they should be packed to the rafters in September. 

On the other side of the entrance, Harriet Findlater, fifty-seven-year-old spinster of this parish and teacher of the upper school class (seven- to eleven-year-olds), held court with the mothers delivering their offspring to school on this bright spring morning. Her mind was also on the school and its future, for Audrey Finch-Matthews would reach her sixtieth birthday this year and Harriet hoped, with a burning fervour, that she would retire and give her a chance to run the school, before she had to retire herself. 

‘Come along, Sholto, and stop pulling on Mummy’s arm so. If you don’t get a move on you’ll be late, and then where would we be, eh?’ Audrey asked, seeing India Bywaters-Flemyng struggling to insert her son through the school gates. 

Picking up his pace, the five-year-old stopped in front 

of Mrs Finch-Matthews and asked, ‘Where would we be, Miss? I expect you know, ’cos you’re a teacher,’ his face a mask of innocence. 

‘Sholto! Mind your manners! I’m sorry, Mrs Finch-Matthews, but we do encourage him to be inquisitive and ask questions,’ Mrs Bywaters-Flemyng explained, a sly smile twitching at the corners of her mouth. 

‘Hm! Well, perhaps you ought to teach him the difference between a genuine enquiry and an enormous piece of cheek. Young as he is, I’m convinced he’s bright enough to tell the difference, even if Mummy isn’t,’ the head teacher answered, being completely unenamoured of India’s superior ways and attitude to others. She wasn’t the only one around here with a double-barrelled name, and she was just going to have to live with the idea.  

Really, the cheek of the little imp, and his mother hadn’t upbraided him with even a look of disapproval. Whatever was the world coming to? When she was Sholto’s age she would have been awarded a clip round the ear for such facetiousness, followed by another one, when her mother heard about what had happened. How times had changed since she herself had started school. 

There was not usually impertinence of this kind from the pupils: it was something that had arrived with Sholto Bywaters-Flemyng and, if she had anything to do with it, would end with him too. She had always been very strict about respect for adults, and that pint-sized chancer and his arrogant mother were not going to change anything. 

‘What extraordinary names the children have these days, don’t you agree, Harriet?’ she asked, as they entered the school after the last of their pupils, and closed the doors on the outside world for the last time this term. 

‘Oh, I do agree, Audrey. It was all Susans, Lindas, and Jennifers in our day: and good old Steven, John, and Peter for the boys. Life was so much simpler then, like the names.’ 

‘I couldn’t agree more, Harriet. Just look at the Allingtons. Their six-year-old (bless her cotton socks) is called Mercedes, and their two-year-old is called Austin. Have they got some sort of subconscious car fetish, or is it just me, unable to keep up with the times?’  

Treating this as a rhetorical question on her own part, she continued, ‘Do you remember those pretentious parents who sent their ghastly precocious twins here a couple of years ago? And we had to take the extraordinary step of permanently excluding them, the little devils?’ 


‘Castor and Pollux,’ confirmed Miss Findlater. 


‘I always thought of them as Bastard and Bollocks, I must admit,’ confessed Mrs Finch-Matthews in a stage whisper. 

Blushing at this unusually strong language, Harriet contributed, ‘I understand they go to that private school on the other side of Market Darley, now – as boarders, I believe.’ 

‘I presume they have a psychiatric dorm, if they’ve taken those two,’ opined the head teacher, lifting a wry eyebrow. ‘Now, let’s see if we can locate Charlotte Chadwick to get her to put these cakes into some sort of order, and get prices on them. 

‘Which reminds me: the decorators are arriving just before we close for the term, so we’d better get Charlotte to brew an urn of strong tea; they always seem to need so much of it. Well, they’ll just have to pour their own, and be grateful that we even have such a thing as a tea urn. Hmph!’ she concluded, with a rebellious expression on her face. 
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An aerial view of Shepford Stacey would have revealed a number of individuals moving away from the school premises and off and away to attend to their business for the day. 

Maura MacPherson and Martha Borrowdale walked together, living next door to each other just across Back Lane from the school, in Creepers and The Vines respectively. Martha Borrowdale was thirty-six years old, determined to be happily married, and had three children. Isaac, her five-year-old, she had just dropped off at the school, along with Jacob, his ten-year-old brother who was in the upper class. Maria, her two-yearold, obediently held her mother’s hand as they strolled slowly back home. 

Martha was overtly respectable, and was viewed as a terrific snob, a wife who spent a lot of time ignoring the shortcomings of her husband, who was no stranger to the inside of a police cell, although all that had been a long time ago. She kept her nose in the air, and constantly kidded herself that people had either forgotten all that business, or had never even heard of it. If only she could keep him on the straight and narrow, she could live the life she pretended she was already living, but she was often in a state of low-grade fear, that something else would jump out of the woodwork at her, concerning either his past, or his far from crystal-clear present.  

He was supposed to be working from home at the moment, but at what, she had no idea. She just knew he spent an inordinate amount of time on the computer, and had files on that Machiavellian machine that she had no access to, and this fact existed as a low-grade worry at the back of her mind. But she didn’t want to be distracted by thoughts like that now, and brought her thoughts back to the present with considerable effort, tuning in again to what Maura was saying.  

Maura and Cameron MacPherson had only the one child, Angus, who was also five, and their house was only half the size of the Borrowdales’ residence – but one would never have guessed if one had listened to Maura MacPherson. Given her endless monologues on the trials she had bringing up her one ‘wee chick’, and the amount of labour she expended on her home, one would have thought that she had a brood as large as Victoria and Albert’s, and a residence to rival the size of any of those inhabited by Victorian royalty. 

Adrian Snoddy wandered slowly up Sheep Pen Lane to the caravan he shared with his wife, Pippa, and their five-year-old son, Milo. He was not in any hurry to get back to the doubtful comforts of the caravan that they had lodged on the site of the old monastery gardens, and rather doubted his sanity when they had decided to have a year-long adventure, living as travellers. Both had moneyed parents, and he was losing his conviction that one should try to live as others live for a while, to give one a balanced view of life. 

He’d just decided that he would inform Pippa that they would see the school term out for Milo’s sake, and then return to their familiar familial roots, when he heard his name called from across the road, turned, and saw Gabriella LeClerc waving at him. ‘Do you fancy a coffee before you go home?’ she called, holding her hands one either side of her mouth in the way of an improvised megaphone. ‘The kettle’s on, and I’ve got Jammie Dodgers.’ How could he resist? 

Turning on his heel and heading across the road in the direction of Chimneys, he waved to indicate his consent, and a smile lit his previously gloomy countenance. He’d have coffee and Jammie Dodgers with Gabriella, then he’d go back to the caravan and inform Pippa of his decision about their living arrangements. If she didn’t like it, she could stay in that clapped-out old biscuit tin on her own. He didn’t see why he had to be part of realising her gypsy-life dream any longer. 

In Forsythia Cottage Stevie (née Stephanie) Baldwin had just got back from dropping off her son Spike at the school. She would be returning there after the school day was over, to give it an extra-thorough clean as it was the end of term, but before that, she had her shift behind the bar of one of the two local pubs. 

She was a single mother, only twenty-two, and she lived, still, with her parents and grandmother, who all lent a hand in Spike’s upbringing, and were very generous with their time while Stevie went to work. Patsy and Frank Baldwin had not exactly been delighted when their only daughter had informed them, at the age of seventeen, that she was pregnant, and had no plans to marry the baby’s father, but since Spike’s birth, they had doted on him, as had Frank’s mother Elsie, who was now eighty years old, and thoroughly enjoying the amount of waiting-on to which her age seemed to entitle her. 

‘Shall I get the cakes at the school sale?’ Stevie called, hanging up her jacket and slipping off her shoes in preference for a slipper. She had need of only one, for comfort. ‘I can get there a few minutes early and get the pick of the selection. I can give them to you to bring home, Mum, when you collect Spike, and we can all have a nice little treat before I go into work this evening, can’t we?’ 

‘Nice one, Stevie,’ called her mother, re-boiling the kettle for tea, now that her daughter was back from the school run. ‘Go and give your grandmother a shout, and tell her I’ve got the tea made, and she’d better get a move on getting down here or all the chocolate biscuits will be gone.’ 

In Paddock View on Four Stiles, Hartley and India Bywaters-Flemyng were taking an overview of the bookings for both the riding school and the holiday cottages; a terrace of refurbished properties called Blacksmith’s Terrace and located on Forge Lane. 

‘We’ve got number one vacant until after Easter,’ Hartley stated, he being the one who was responsible for the bookings and maintenance of the little cottages. ‘The Cliftons in number two are taking advantage of the extra days free at Easter, so they won’t be off until Tuesday, and then I can get that prepped for the next visitors. The Smithers and Mrs Course don’t go until Tuesday either –  that’s three and four – and I’ve got a couple arriving anytime now for number five – staying for the long Easter weekend and through to the following Friday. What’ve you got?’ 

‘No lessons after today till Tuesday, then I’m just about booked up,’ replied his wife India. ‘You know how the little ankle-biters love their ponies and horses, and I’m up to my eyes in extra lessons. There’s also a booking for Wednesday for a group from Fallow Fold to go hacking for the day. That’s a nice little earner, and it’ll help to make up for the four days without my regular customers.’ 

They were a tall handsome couple, she, twenty-nine years of age, he thirty-five, but they were not popular. They exuded an air of superiority and arrogance, and the little exchange India had had with Audrey at the school entrance was typical of their relations with the other residents of the village. They had no friends locally, and didn’t socialise, deeming themselves of superior breeding to the local turnips who had lived there all or most of their lives, never having left to get a university degree, as they had done, and they did not differentiate for any newcomers either.  

Their aloofness alienated them, but as their main aim was to make a success of their twin businesses, they neither noticed nor cared. That part of their aloofness stemmed from the fact that Hartley suffered from a serious stammer, they were reluctant to admit. 
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In The Rectory, now that their daughter Dove was safely in school, Rev. Septimus (‘Child number seven – don’t ask!’ was his usual response to enquiries about his name) and Ruth Lockwood were having a full and frank – in fact, frankly, loud – discussion about the change in the rules for admissions to the school. 

‘I don’t care how you try to justify it, it’s going to ruin yet another one of the village schools with just a couple of classes – they’re dying out and will soon become extinct. And you want to admit children from other parishes? You know what it’s been like here, with all and sundry buying up the properties, and turning up at church for a couple of weeks, then expecting to get a place for their child in the school, as if it’s their right.’ 

‘Ruth, you have to understand that if it’s not opened up in some way, the school will close, and that’ll be even worse. We’ve got less than thirty pupils registered, and that’s covering ages five to eleven. There’s no way we can remain open if numbers don’t improve. I’ve told you, it’s been discussed with the school staff, the parent governors, and at Diocesan meetings and, if we want the school to survive at all, we have to be less narrow in the criteria of our admissions system.’ 

‘It’s awful enough as it is – all those pretentious women with their ghastly children’s names, making register sound like it’s for some mini-RADA. They only come here so that they can get the sort of education their children wouldn’t be exposed to if they went to an ordinary state school. They’re getting the good quality of a private education, without having to pay for a private school, and I think that’s cheating. If you want your child to go to a Church of England school, then you should be a practising Christian.’ 

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Ruth. What has the Christian religion got to do with anything in this country any more? Tell me that! Our beliefs and traditions have slowly been whittled away, to the point that virtually no child starting at a local authority school has the faintest idea what a Christmas carol is – the nearest they can guess is ‘Merry Xmas Everybody’ by Slade. 

‘Do you know what one woman said to me the other day? She said that the likes of us shouldn’t go about trying to ruin the fun of Christmas with all that religious clap-trap, and what was the point of it all anyway? I tried to point out to her that without the ‘Christ’ there would be no ‘-mas’, but she told me it quite upset her little grandchildren to have to be hauled off to the kiddies’ nativity service, and miss all the cartoons on the telly about Santa Claus and Rudolf the Red-Nosed Reindeer. At her age, she should have been setting an example, and I can tell you, it’s the closest I’ve ever come to giving an otherwise sweet, grey-haired old lady a ‘fourpenny one’ right on the nose.  

‘And as for the Easter message – I absolutely give up. For most families now, it’s just about ‘bunny-wunnies’ –  or that ghastly American Easter Bunny, I should say –  cakes with little chicks on, and chocolate eggs.’ 

‘So that’s more reason than ever, then, to keep the intake just to those who live in the parish and attend church on a Sunday,’ shouted Ruth, not caring who could hear her. 

‘Why can’t you see that the solution’s the complete opposite, woman? The more children we let in who haven’t been exposed to a Christian upbringing, the more children we get a chance to influence, and educate in the ways of a Christian life.’ Septimus’ voice was raised too now, and they were both red in the face, glaring at each other across the desk in his study. 

One corner of Ruth’s mouth twitched just a millimetre as she struggled to maintain her expression, but her husband noticed it, crossed his eyes at her, and poked out his tongue. ‘Race you upstairs!’ she challenged, shooting out of the study door and stamping up the staircases with all the grace of a pantomime horse. Bringing up the rear of this animal, rarely spotted outside of December and January, bounded Septimus. They may have been married for eight years, but the passion of their union was undiminished, and this argument was going the way of most arguments in their household –  towards a very sweet resolution.  

Things were almost as sweet in the sitting room of number two Victoria and Albert Terrace, as Flo Atkins poured out tea from a bone china pot and offered chocolate biscuits to Saul Catchpole from number three, whom she had invited round for a ‘little visit’ this morning. She had been the cleaner at the school and he the caretaker for a number of years, and she felt, on the eve of the holidays, that it would be nice if they planned a couple of little outings together; something for her to look forward to over the next couple of weeks except for her own company. Her daughter was going to Tenerife for a fortnight, and her son worked in Manchester and said he couldn’t get away. 

‘Drink up, dearie,’ she exhorted him, ‘and I’ll top the pot up with boiling water. And help yourself to another biscuit. Don’t want them going off now do we, duckie?’ 

‘Quack, quack!’ Saul whispered under his breath, but he helped himself to two more biscuits, and drained his teacup while Flo was in the kitchen dealing with the teapot. He was seventy-two to her sixty-six, and although they lived next door to each other now, that had only been since she was widowed six months ago, and they were gradually feeling their way as neighbours. He didn’t really know how he felt about her, but she’d certainly looked after herself, and it did banish the loneliness he had felt since his wife died five years ago. 

Any port in a storm, he reckoned, as long as there was safe harbour, and Flo didn’t look as if she would bite.  

In the old monastery gardens’ site, in a rather tatty caravan, a tiny elf of a woman was pegging out clothes on a dryer suspended from the bottom of one of the caravan windows. Her wavy hair was long, but sadly neglected, and the dark brown cascade down her back was marred by split ends and rats’ tails. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted her husband, taking his time coming back from the school run, and hailed him as he approached the pedestrian entrance to the site. 

‘Where on earth have you been, Adrian? I need to get the bedding to the launderette in Market Darley, and you know I can’t handle that big car. I can’t drive anything without power steering, Milo’s school breaks up today for over two weeks, and there you are, away with the fairies, dawdling along the road as if you had all the time in the world.’ 

‘Well we do, don’t we? Neither of us has a job, or a hobby, or any voluntary work, or neighbours, or a social life, or anything at all, really, do we?’ 

‘What’s eating you now?’ asked Pippa, unable to ignore the signs that he was going to throw one of his moods, and her with so much to do. 

‘Oh, I’ve just about had enough of all this. It’s not as if we need to live like a load of gypsies. We’ve both got perfectly respectable – no, well-off – families, who’d love us to give up this silly charade of yours and live a normal life with our son.’ 

‘And what’s wrong with this way of life, might I ask?’ 

‘It’s simply not us: we’re fakes! At the end of the school year I’m leaving this sardine can, which nearly froze me to death this winter, and I’m taking Milo back to civilisation. He shouldn’t have to grow up with his parents living hand-to-mouth like a couple of drop-outs, when there’s plenty of money in the bank, and he doesn’t have to. Say what you will, it’s going to happen whether you like it or not!’ 

‘Oh, good! I wondered how long it’d take to wear you down, and get you to act like a man instead of a quivering jelly.’ 

‘What do you mean? You don’t want to do this either?’ 

‘Of course not! I just wanted to see how far I could push you, to do something that was basically against your wishes. I wanted to be
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