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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


Luke Mercurie had thick brown hair. It was
slightly wavy, was shoulder length with a glossy sheen to it and it
was almost a mop. His eyes were hazel and darkly lashed. Though the
face was aesthetic, it had an oddly boyish quality to it because he
looked so much younger than he was. He was christened Lucas-Stanton
but to anyone not associated with his parents he was Luke. His
parents were such sticklers for formalities in every part of their
existence, it drove Luke to go as far from the UK as soon as he
could after finishing his degrees. He spent long stretches of time
overseas. He went to the Antipodes and then far and wide round the
world, as far as his two-pronged profession would take him.

He did go home to stay for spells because
Luke accepted his parents did care very deeply for their son, but
they were also profoundly troubled by his choice of career. He was
now back in the UK because his widowed father had, unexpectedly,
become terminally ill and rather tearfully had asked his only child
to be with him before he died. Luke immediately went home as fast
as he could. With this return full reconciliation and understanding
were deeply healing for both, the father professing his utmost
pride in his son and in his commitment to his chosen profession
that was dangerous and took considerable courage. The son expressed
and showed his regret for how and why he’d gone so far away for
such long periods of time.

The father knew reciprocal love and was at
peace at the heart of him. When Luke felt his father’s arms go
round and embrace him, he sensed this; he knew that his father had
always dearly loved him and he was, at last, able to genuinely
express the same. Their last weeks together were happy and had
moments of memorable warmth and smiles. When Joseph Mercurie drew
his last breath, held in his son’s arms, Luke wept.

As a sole child, he had everything to sort
out of matters pertaining to his parents. It was taking some time
as their estate was complex. He’d just had another two hour session
with the family lawyer and he had a headache. After some years of
really hard work and being in singularly dangerous situations, Luke
was recognized both as a skilled journalist and as a photographer.
He began as a free lance writer for various organizations. His
talent was quickly noted and he was soon co-opted to do assignments
for international media groups as he began increasingly to become a
recognized news figure reporting from around the world.

It also made him a target, because in the
modern world there were many countries with questionable regimes
who wanted to eliminate anyone trying to relay the truth. When he
was making a rapid return home to be with his father, Luke was glad
he’d only been in transit in Ankara, because Turkey was becoming a
dictatorship very fast. He got long looks at airport security but
nothing else. And he had simply prayed before that, at Damascus
airport, his Press credentials wouldn’t mean trouble there. He’d
sat, tense, on the plane, willing it to take off, and only
unclenched his hands when it did. He just had to hope the plane
wasn’t blown out of the sky by some splinter group of rebel
factions, terrorists, or the Syrian regime itself.

Being a war correspondent had done for a very
short and fragile marriage to an Australian girl when he was
twenty-five. She finally told him he was to settle to a new
occupation in her home state of Victoria, or the marriage was over.
It was an emotionally charged time that left him bruised and her
deeply embittered. The marriage lasted ten months. That was some
years ago. Luke had avoided women since other than street women who
offered temporary relief for often overcharged nervous systems.
They gave comfort to men battered almost into numbness at what they
witnessed and had to write about, day after day and week after
week, without respite. Luke sometimes felt he had no tears left in
him he was so wrung out.

Now he sat moodily eying his coffee, before
his eyes lifted to stare out at heavy rain pelting against the
windows of the café. In a mildly jaundiced way, he wondered if it
would ever stop. He drank his coffee and rose tiredly. When he got
up he could be seen to be over six feet, well muscled but though
not solidly built there was a tautness to the body that looked
lean. He pulled on a coat, jammed a cap on his head and slung a bag
over his shoulder as he went to the door to walk into the elements.
There he collided with someone running full tilt into the shelter
of the café entrance. Startled and off balance, Luke fell back
against the café wall. He hit his head and went down.

He came to groggily, his head swimming and
splitting as his eyes unsuccessfully tried to focus on faces that
peered down at him. He muttered and tried to get up, but hands
restrained him. A male voice spoke.

“What is your
name?”

“Where am I, for god’s
sake? Are we still in Idlib?”

“Where is
Idlib?”

“We are in Syria and
northern Iraq. Kurdistan.”

“No, you are in
London.”

“Am I? Not
Idlib?”

“No.”

“Northern Syria? Are the
Turks close?”

“No. You are in a
hospital.”

“Why?”

“You cracked your head on a
wall.”

“Did you say
hospital?”

“Yes.”

“Then for Christ’s sake get
me out of it! They bomb hospitals, schools, anywhere.”

“They don’t bomb hospitals
in London.”

“Thank god for that. No
planes around? Missiles?”

“No.”

Luke fell back, trying to marshal his
thoughts and get his bearings.

“I haven’t been blown up
then?”

“No. What is your
name?”

“Luke.”

“Luke who?”

“Luke Mercurie.”

A deep voice spoke beyond him.

“That fits the name in the
passport in his wallet. That is Lucas-Stanton Mercurie. He’s a
member of the International Press Corps. There are multiple passes
in the wallet too. The passport shows he is British and arrived
back in the UK three months ago.”

“Where from?”

“Prague, Ankara and
Damascus. Damascus seems to be his starting point this time.
Judging by the passport he gets around. He was even in the Donbas
region and in Kabul at some stage.”

“That’s why he’s been
muttering about Syria.”

“Probably. How bad is
he?”

“Concussed. Ask him why
he’s back in the UK. That may indicate how lucid he is, or not, as
the case may be.”

A voice spoke close to Luke, so he turned his
head.

“Why did you return to the
UK?”

“Did I?”

“Yes.”

Luke thought then said,

“Dying.”

“Who?”

“My father.”

“You came back for his
funeral?”

“To be with
him.”

“Has he died?”

“Yes, just.”

“When?”

Luke felt his world fade.

 


He woke again, aware he lay on a bed attached
to multiple tubes that in turn were festooning him and were
attached to machines that irritatingly beeped and blinked. He
blinked again, disoriented, as he turned his head to see a man at
the end of his bed making notes.

“Who are you?” he
croaked.

The man glanced up surprised, then he
smiled.

“Hello. You’re suddenly
awake I see.”

“So it seems, doesn’t
it?”

“It does, yes,” agreed the
man, coming to Luke to put his fingers to Luke’s wrist. “How do you
feel?”

“Very tired and wondering
where the hell I am and why.”

“You are in hospital. You
have been with us for two days now. I’m glad to see you
awake.”

“Have I been
asleep?”

“Yes, we have kept you
sedated until this morning. You cracked your head and ended up with
a brain contusion.”

“What the hell is
that?”

“A very minor brain bleed
according to a scan. You had another scan this morning and things
look better. The symptoms are like concussion.”

“Will it kill
me?”

“No.”

“I’ve been through much
worse. Can I go?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“We need to monitor you for
a few days yet. You’re also hooked up to quite a few things that
will be very gradually removed as you reach stages of full
recovery. To be premature in removal would not be wise. Can you
tell me who you are?”

“I’m Luke
Mercurie.”

“Where do you
live?”

“Do you mean when I’m in
the UK?”

“Yes.”

“My deceased parents own
Stanton Abbey.”

“Good grief, do
they?”

“Ruins, most of it, but
still has charm.”

“I’ve been there. It is a
delightful place. Have you inherited it? You told us your father
had just died.”

“Yes. Everything
Stanton.”

“Old family, is
it?”

“You could say
that.”

“It would appear, from my
research on you, that you are a war correspondent.”

“For my sins,
yes.”

“A highly dangerous
occupation today, I would have thought.”

“When you are with the
White Helmets during and after raids and bombing, or being shot at
because you’re the Press, yes.”

“You came from
Damascus.”

“Yes. It was touch and
go.”

“That must have been a bit
tense.”

“It was.”

“Have you come home for
good?”

“Who knows?”

“When you are discharged,
you would be very well advised to keep away from war zones for the
immediate future. You need rest. Stress and loud noises will not be
beneficial.”

“Oh.”

“Is that
possible?”

“Yes, I guess so. There’s
so much to do with estates. It takes a while. Bloody
lawyers.”

The man laughed, to see Luke grin rather
ruefully up at him.

“Will anyone be missing
you?”

“Only my lawyer. I had an
appointment that’s now been missed.”

“If I can have his name, I
can contact him so he knows what happened to you and where you
are.”

“Kind of you –
thanks.”

“I’m going to make you have
another rest. That’s what the body needs right now.”

Luke went to protest and try to pull back as
he felt a needle go smoothly home. The man watched the somewhat
tense body relax, the head fall to one side, adjusted several tubes
and reset two machines. He checked Luke’s pulse again. He stood for
long moments, aware the man lying so still was extremely thin, very
wan, his face almost waxen, and he had craters of darkness round
his sunken eyes. He thought Luke almost resembled a traumatized and
exhausted refugee, something that made the man very thoughtful and
also concerned. When a nurse entered he spoke calmly.

“Mr Mercurie has been
awake. I have just administered a reasonably strong sedative as he
is slightly irritable and a mite recalcitrant. Keeping him quiet is
essential. He is alert and well aware. He is doing very well but he
is not to be discharged. When he wakes again, could you get the
name of his lawyer so I can advise him where his client is. That
seems to be the sole contact.” The specialist paused. “Mr Mercurie
appears to have been in some very tough places and situations that
have adversely affected him. Bear that in mind and be gentle with
him. Also, he is to be under regular sedation until I say
otherwise.”

Luke lay quietly. He mumbled and muttered
often, his words garbled but the words making his experiences clear
to those caring for him. There were jumbled phrases. Sometimes his
voice broke and he tossed his head. He cried out more than once and
begged to be left alone as he tried to curl up to protect his head
but couldn’t. The specialist looked grim at that and Luke
immediately had to swallow. Instantly he became still. He
slept.

By the fourth day his lucid periods were for
longer and the sedation was eased. He spoke clearly. He knew where
he was and why. He was resigned. He recalled exactly what had
happened at the café entrance. He suffered the injections and
obeyed all treatment. He was steadily detached from machines until
on the fifth day he was allowed to sit up, with only two machine
attachments still remaining. When his focus was back and stayed
clear and he showed no signs of a relapse, he was removed from all
machines. He was gently encouraged to walk. He was asked if he was
dizzy but shook his head.

His lawyer had arrived days before and sat by
the bed eying him. He was an older man near sixty years of age with
a small, spare frame and sparse white hair. He had bushy eyebrows,
a pointed nose and thin lips. He seemed most interested in pursuing
whoever it was knocked Luke down.

“Who was it,
Lucas?”

Luke moved lethargically.

“A woman apparently. She is
upset and apologetic and has called into the hospital every day to
ask how I am. It was an accident so she needn’t worry.”

“I see. Who is
she?”

Luke shrugged. Mr Hosen pursed his lips.

“When will you be released
from hospital?”

“Ask Mr Swain. I just do
what I’m told. It’s so much easier than asserting oneself to no
purpose.”

“Is there anything you
need, Lucas?”

“No thanks. You’re kind to
visit me.”

“The Hosens, Lucas, have
been solicitors to the Mercurie family for generations.”

“I know. How are things
going with the estate?”

“I have everything ready
for your signature once probate is granted.”

“Thank you
again.”

~~~

A week after Luke’s admission to the
hospital, Mr Swain appeared in his patient’s room. He considered
Luke’s colour was significantly improved, the dark ringed eyes had
mostly faded and there was more animation about the man and less
evidence of unmitigated exhaustion. He looked at Luke cheerfully
munching his way through breakfast, smiled amused, and drew up a
chair.

“You appear to be
well.”

“I think so,” nodded Luke
swallowing. “Am I?”

“Your scan from yesterday
looks normal.”

“So? This is your field of
expertise, not mine.”

“True. It means we are
discharging you today but with a proviso.”

“Which is?”

Luke looked up from buttering his toast.

“I have spoken with Mr
Hosen.”

“Have you now?”

“Yes. He tells me that a
property called Stanton Hall, attached to the abbey, is available
and awaits occupancy.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you.”

“You are suggesting that is
where I should go.”

“Yes, for the foreseeable
future.”

Luke sighed deeply.

“I prefer to be in
London.”

“Have you
accommodation?”

Luke looked startled.

“Yes. Yes, of course. I
have an apartment. It’s where I’ve been staying since my father
died. He died at Stanton Hall.”

“I understand. Can you
maintain a reasonably quiet lifestyle in London?”

“Mr Swain, I’ve been gone
from the UK for a long while and am out of touch with people I
knew. My current life is one of constant mobility. I never know
where I’ll be or even whether I’ll be alive from one day to the
next, so London will be quiet for me, I can assure you.”

“Then I am happy to
discharge you on the proviso you spend the next three months
quietly. If you don’t, you will find you could become
unwell.”

“How bad was I?”

“Not bad at all. It is just
that the sort of life you describe is not ideal. Are you on an
assignment at present?”

“No. It’s known I had to
deal with a bereavement so I won’t be offered anything for
weeks.”

“Even better.”

~~~

Luke walked from the hospital and had reached
the main door when a woman rose and called his name.

“Mr Mercurie?”

He stopped and turned, to see a woman
approach him, her face hidden behind a huge bouquet of flowers. He
raised an eyebrow as the woman came to a stop in front of him and
held out the bouquet saying, in a soft melodic voice,

“They told me you were
being discharged this morning so I’ve waited. I thought you were
the one I needed to see.”

“Yes, I’m Luke Mercurie.
What can I do for you?”

“These flowers are for
you.”

“Are they? Why?”

“To say how sorry I am,”
went on the voice.”What are you sorry for?”

Luke took the bouquet now pushed into his
hands.

“For hurting you at the
café.”

Luke looked down over the bouquet to see an
upturned face that was anxious. He blinked.

“There was no need for you
to bring me flowers,” he responded, rather touched. “They are very
beautiful, thank you.”

“I know men don’t usually
get flowers, but I couldn’t think of anything else.”

Luke began to laugh. As he did he saw anxious
eyes show relief.

“I assure you, some men are
appreciative. I am.”

“I came every day but they
kept people away and I only got sketchy reports. Then a doctor told
me your lawyer was asking who I was, because he felt he should talk
with me about how badly you were hurt.”

“Did he?” asked Luke
frowning. “I never asked him to do that.”

“I don’t have very much to
offer in recompense at the moment should he sue me for damages. I
am truly very sorry.” The voice faltered. “It was an accident,
wasn’t it?”

Luke looked down into eyes he saw swam with
troubled tears.

“Yes, of course it was. I
would never say otherwise.”

“I’m so grateful, Mr
Mercurie. Are you truly well now?”

“I’m fine. I just have to
take things quietly for a short while, that’s all.”

The young woman stood uncertainly.

“I brought my car if you
would like a lift home, Mr Mercurie.”

Luke looked down into the upturned face
again. He smiled.

“That is a good idea. I
could make you some coffee. I’m desperate for some decent coffee.
Please call me Luke. What is your name?”

“Kate.”

“Well then, Kate, you lead
on and I shall follow with this huge bunch of flowers. They must
have cost you a fortune. You are a very kind soul.”

Luke followed Kate out to the huge car park
complex, completely lost. She stopped at a small red car and
offered to put the flowers on the back seat. Then they were ready
to go. Luke gave the address as she began to slowly manoeuvre her
car into the incessant flow of traffic. She didn’t speak as she
drove so Luke could study her profile, his musings interrupted when
she asked him for directions. When they drew up at an apartment
block she asked where she could park the car, so Luke obligingly
directed her into what would be his if he had a car. His name was
on the wall plaque. He uplifted the bouquet and directed Kate
across the park, up some steps and into a foyer. They took the lift
to floor two and Luke led the way down the corridor.

They entered the apartment. It was dark, so
Luke flung back curtains and opened a window.

“Amazing how musty a place
can get in a week,” he observed, laying the flowers on a
table.

“Have you a vase? I could
arrange the flowers for you.”

“Nice thought.” Luke
pivoted and laughed. “This is a bachelor pad, Kate, so niceties
like vases are in short supply. I’ll have a look.”

He reappeared with a large pottery container
that Kate took. While he went to make coffee she arranged the
flowers and then set them on a sideboard. Luke, peering through the
kitchen door, nodded approvingly.

“Makes the place look
welcoming and habitable. Many thanks. Kettle is on.”

He sank down in a chair with a gesture that
Kate do likewise. It was the first time he’d really had a chance to
look at her. She sank back too, with a sigh, and looked round her.
She was an elfin creature, thought Luke whimsically. She had long,
very curly blonde hair that fell across her shoulders. She was
slightly built, with a straight nose, an upturned but determined
mouth, a decided chin and cornflower blue eyes that were large and
enquiring. Many would call her cute, others very pretty in a
doll-like way. Luke thought her a charming young woman. He guessed
she was in her late twenties at the most.

He heard the kettle whistle, heaved himself
from the chair and went back into the kitchen, to return with two
mugs and a coffee plunger. He set them down on a table he had to
clear of papers, disappeared, and came back with milk and
sugar.

“This is long-lasting
milk,” he observed, looking dubiously at the small containers. “I
hope they are. Do you have milk in your coffee?”

“Yes, thank
you.”

“Sugar?”

“No thanks.”

Luke handed Kate a mug that she took with
both hands curled round it. Luke took a full mug and lounged back
to his chair. He stretched and sighed.

“The apartment isn’t much
but it’s sort of home after hospital. Hospitals are invariably
noisy places, I find.”

“It’s still a nice
apartment,” countered Kate, looking around appreciatively. “It’s
spacious and well appointed. You’re lucky to find something like
this in London. I see you have a view too. That’s not
usual.”

“I suppose not,” replied
Luke. “Where do you live?”

“In a basement room. I
share amenities with two others.”

“A bed-sit, is
it?”

“Yes.”

“Do you not like flatting
or living with others more communally?”

“Not especially. Been
there. Done that. I moved into the basement about ten months ago.
It costs an arm and a leg but at least I am independent and can
forget others for a while. What do you do, Luke?”

“I’m a journalist and
photographer.”

“Nature
photography?”

“No. I’m a war
correspondent.”

“Oh, so rather grim
then?”

“Yes, mostly.”

“Where have you
been?”

“Mainly in Afghanistan,
Syria and across the Middle East. I did stints in Central Africa
and also in Georgia and the Ukraine. It’s where there is conflict
and the truth needs to be told both in words and in
pictures.”

“Some people kill members
of the Press, or capture and imprison them.”

“Yes.”

“Has that happened to
you?”

“Yes.”

Luke saw Kate shiver and drink her
coffee.

“That must have been deeply
traumatic.”

“Yes,” acknowledged Luke,
“it was. But I was luckier than many. I was ultimately discharged
by the military and deported, rather than charged and kept for a
really lengthy imprisonment awaiting a kangaroo court.”

Kate shivered again.

“Do you want to go back to
that kind of life again now?”

Luke scratched his head.

“Do you know, I haven’t
really thought about that. I can’t for a while. That enforced
change in my life may be lasting. Who knows? What do you
do?”

“I’m a
researcher.”

“In what?”

“Neurogenesis.”

“What on earth is
that?”

“It is the study of the
possibility of humans making new neurons in the brain.”

“Do we?” asked Luke,
staring at Kate fascinated.”Well,” said Kate, drinking coffee
again. Luke topped up her mug. “There has been a very long
scientific argument over this. In the nineteen twenties, nearly a
hundred years ago now, an assertion was made that the brain never
makes new neurons after infancy and that has been the accepted
dogma for a long time. But then researchers began to cast doubt on
that and said adult humans can and do make new neurons, if some die
off, say through injury.”

“And do they?”

“That is what I work on,
Luke, to try to determine if they do. It is a complex problem and
the reality is we really know very little about the brain. Though,”
she added, draining the mug, “we are coming more to grips with it.
It is such a complicated piece of our evolution.”

“If it is plausible to
believe neurogenesis exists, it could have massive implications for
some pretty awful human conditions.”

“Yes,” nodded Kate, getting
to her feet. “Thank you for the coffee, Luke, and again, I’m so
sorry for what happened.”

Luke rose as well and went to open the door
for her.

“And I thank you for your
concern and for the flowers. I’m just sorry you were caused so much
distress. And I’ll tell my lawyer to desist from making you
nervous.”

Kate was gone.

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


 


Luke spent the first three weeks in London
going to art exhibitions, museums, and some classical concerts but
only if he wasn’t too close to instrumentalists to be adversely
affected by noise. He was once a chorister. He walked London to
familiarize himself with a city that was a youthful stamping
ground. He tried to contact old friends, but this wasn’t easy.
Many, if not most, had married, some now had young families and
others were spread around the globe. Luke felt increasingly
isolated because he simply no longer had anything in common with
those of his youth. He had outgrown them to some extent. His life
experiences had a rawness incomprehensible to them as they pursued
their careers, often with little awareness or interest in the
travails of peoples in the rest of the world. Luke thought they
were wrapped in their complacent cocoons.

He went to Stanton Hall and wandered the
grand house, stopping at a portrait of himself when he was
seventeen. He stood looking at it, then pivoted to stare all round
him. He could hear his parents and he saw himself as a child,
racing around the Hall with friends, laughing. Nostalgia swept over
him again, but the silence was cloying, as was the poignant memory
of his father’s recent death. He left again. Then he decided he’d
had enough. He booked a flight to Athens, after advising Mr Hosen
where he was going and reiterated his injunction the lawyer stop
pursuing Kate. Mr Hosen reluctantly nodded and said he would
contact Luke when he should come home to sign documents. He asked
if Luke had funds.

“You are now able to use
your father’s account, Lucas,” he said calmly. “I have set up all
financial aspects for you. You will have access to whatever monies
you need. Please let me know if there are any problems.”

“Thank you, Mr Hosen,”
responded Luke. “I appreciate your efforts on my
behalf.”

~~~

Luke went to Greece. He had booked a hotel in
Syntamaga Square, so had a large room overlooking the city. He
settled himself in and began to wander the city though he had no
idea why he was there or what it would do for him. He went to a
brothel in Omonia Square because he thought a session might clear
his head and give him a release of tension. The oral sex he had
certainly did that, but the follow up, with a strapping young woman
with long dark hair and flashing eyes, did more than clear his
mind. She straddled him and worked him very hard before she
insisted on a series of positions that enervated him
considerably.

She liked to use unusual objects too, so Luke
got thorough tastes of them as he struggled to climb up the bed
from under her in an effort to avoid them. The woman was too quick
for him. Luke found the woman’s considerable vigour had him gasp
and pant. He writhed with sensations that had him, finally, yell
out his moments of release, the woman over, beside and under him,
dictating his every response. Her finale almost had Luke beside
himself it was so languorous and sensual. He lay, exhausted, as she
dressed, smiled down at him and was gone.

He hoped such a wild session hadn’t affected
his brain. Swearing, Luke just stayed where he was, before he had
even a trace of energy to dress and get out of the brothel. He
walked, very slowly, strange and different sensations all over and
through him making him have to take his time, until he reached a
café. He ordered a frappe and food. His head felt alright. There
wasn’t an ounce of tension in him as he quietly ate and drank. His
energy began to return as did his natural ebullience.

By nature Luke was an amiable, well balanced
man and one of vast tolerance. He had seen the very worst of human
nature and he had documented it. It had gone very deep in him, as
had horrific sights and experiences, but it had not embittered him
or made him feel mankind was beyond redemption. He had documented
acts of heroism, courage and extraordinary kindness, that were
beacons of hope through bleak darkness at times. He hoped he was
right that man would evolve beyond how he found they behaved today,
though he had to doubt humanity’s right to exist at times, it was
so unrequitedly savage and cruel.

Luke had learned, a very hard way, that he
had to maintain an objectivity and dispassionate approach to his
journalism, if only to ensure its authenticity. To become
completely emotionally involved would affect and jeopardize that
very detached, unbiased work he was trying to do. Sometimes it was
profoundly difficult: at other rarer moments, it was quite
impossible. He was a human being after all and some things brought
up bile and loathing, but also deep compassion and grief. Such a
life had marked him. It couldn’t be otherwise.

As he sat in Athens pondering his life, he
wondered if he wanted more of the same. The accident had made him
look at things from a different perspective and, when he did,
lazily staring at the Parthenon one afternoon, he came to the
conclusion that enough was enough. He was now thirty-one years old
and he thought he needed a complete change of lifestyle. He
deliberated for days, then, after contacting Mr Hosen to tell him
what he was going to do, he set off for the island of Hydra. He had
applied for a job there though he had no need to work. He knew he
was bored.

Hydra was an island in blue and white that
glistened in the sun, with terracotta everywhere, and it was
idyllic for someone like Luke who had endured war zones, London and
Stanton Hall. It was a delightful place, the ages of centuries
along its pathways and steps as he climbed from the wharf to his
accommodation set up on the hill overlooking the bay and the
township. He trod in the wake of slaves from long ago. He had hired
a house. He finally found the key in a geranium pot at the front
doorstep and went in.
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