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			Preface

			Once Upon a Raven’s Nest is based on the recollections of Hedley Ralph Collard, which I recorded in Wales and on Exmoor between 2014 and 2020. While his recollections form the backbone of this story, I have altered, edited and added to the recordings, both to protect the identities of people involved, and to make them work as a coherent narrative. At his request, Ralph has become Thomas Arthur Hedley, and where necessary I have put my own words into Thomas Hedley’s mouth, and filled gaps in his story using my own imagination. This is a portrait, not a biography. 

			I met Ralph in 2014, when I was house-­sitting in Wales, near where he lived. We became friends, and the following year I stayed with him for ten days while his partner was away. I continued to stay with him for a few weeks every year until 2020.

			The more time I spent with Ralph, the more fascinated I became with his life. It wasn’t just his accident and its aftermath, but the decades leading up to it. His childhood on Exmoor, memories that spoke of the rapid changes that occurred in rural England during the latter half of the twentieth century. His deep love for the women and places that defined him. His individuality, which often collided with his need to belong. The tension between his attraction to machinery and his connection to nature. His love of animals – and his desire to hunt them.

			I was haunted by the feeling that the particular circumstances of his life somehow expressed something universal, and urgent, about all of our lives at this moment in history. The way we hurtle around, pushing and pushing at the boundaries, the limits of what’s possible, until we pass the point of no return, and everything we take for granted is lost. Yet still we have to keep on living.

			With his permission, I began recording Ralph’s stories. Then, also with his permission, I began trying to turn them into a book.

			It’s one thing to imagine a book, quite another to overcome all the technical obstacles that stand in the way of it becoming real, not to mention the ethical ones.

			Reality is made of randomness, one damn thing after another, with no beginning or end, and no inherent meaning. Books and lives, on the other hand, do have beginnings and endings, and within the limits of their forms, meaning can be constructed. The problem of whether this constructed reality is true is probably best left to quantum physics. In the same way that the truth of particulate behaviour changes depending on who is looking, the truth of stories depends on who is telling them, and who is listening.

			You could argue that even the made-­up parts of this book are true, in so far as they were dredged up from my own lived ex-perience, enriched by the time I spent with my friend. Equally, you could argue that even the true parts of this book are made up, in so far as they are based on memories, smoothed by time and expressed in language, which can only ever approximate.

			Beyond argument is the fact that I owe a huge debt of gratitude to Ralph, for his remarkable voice, poetic turns of phrase, deep tree-­knowledge, friendship, and support.

			I trust he knew that the making of this book was an act of love.

		

	
		
			 

			Most of us walk unseeing through the world, unaware alike of its beauties, its wonders, and the strange and sometimes terrible intensity of the lives that are being lived about us.

			Rachel Carson, Silent Spring1

		

	
		
			4.5 Billion Years Ago

			A cloud of dust and gas spins in the void, and a sun forms in the centre of the cloud, and the remaining material − the small particles of swirling dust and gas − draw together, and are bound by gravity into larger particles, and solar winds sweep away the lighter elements, like hydrogen and helium, leaving only heavy rocks, and small worlds are formed out of these spinning rocks.

		

	
		
			3.7 Billion Years Ago

			Life starts on Earth: first microscopic organisms, then bacteria, then corals and shelled brachiopods, who come to fill Earth’s shallow waters.

		

	
		
			440 Million Years Ago

			Ice advances over Earth’s southern supercontinent. Sea levels fall, habitats are broken, food is scarce. 85 per cent of life is lost.

		

	
		
			365 Million Years Ago

			An armoured fish, 33 feet long, with a helmet of bone-­plates and a fang-­like cup on its jaw, patrols Earth’s teeming waters. On the dry edges of the oceans plants evolve, and they make roots, and their roots transform the land from rock and rubble to nutrient-­rich soil, and the soil runs into the oceans, and causes algae to bloom on an enormous scale, and the armoured fish suffocates, along with all its prey. 75 per cent of life is lost.

		

	
		
			250 Million Years Ago

			Explosive volcanoes release carbon dioxide into Earth’s atmosphere, causing a greenhouse effect. Weather patterns shift, sea levels rise, acid rain beats down upon the land. 90 per cent of life is lost.

		

	
		
			210 Million Years Ago

			Volcanoes erupt again. Carbon dioxide heats the atmosphere. Permafrost melts and trapped methane is released. Ice melts, sea levels rise, oceans acidify. Giant crocodiles perish. Early dinosaurs perish. 85 per cent of life is lost.

		

	
		
			65 Million Years Ago

			An 8-­mile-­wide asteroid crash-­lands at a speed of 45,000 miles per hour, punching a hole 110 miles wide and 12 miles deep in the surface of the Earth, in the place we now call the Yucatán Peninsula, in Mexico. Debris and dust is hurled into the atmosphere, turning the sky black. Plants wither and die. Dinosaurs, who have been ruling the Earth for 180 million years, are wiped out. 75 per cent of life is lost.

		

	
		
			12,000 Years Ago

			Earth starts to warm. The glaciers of the late Palaeolithic retreat. Tundra gives way to forest. Mammoth and woolly rhinoceros die. The Holocene starts.

		

	
		
			10,000 Years Ago

			Humans in the Fertile Crescent2 start to cultivate wheat and barley, and their techniques spread throughout the Indo-­European world. Humans in Central and South America grow maize, bottle gourds, squash and beans. Sheep and cattle are domesticated. The human population begins to increase.

		

	
		
			1712

			Thomas Newcomen, born an ironmonger, called to the pulpit as a Baptist lay preacher, invents the first practical fuel-­burning engine. Unlike early devices powered exclusively by water, these steam engines are powered by coal.

		

	
		
			1945

			The first nuclear weapon is detonated in the Jornada del Muerto desert, about 35 miles south-­east of Socorro, New Mexico.

		

	
		
			1953

			A heavy storm in the North Sea damages 900 miles of UK coastline and kills 307 people. Sea walls are breached in 1200 places, and 160,000 acres of land are underwater. 200 people are forced to abandon their homes in London, and take refuge in Canning Town Public Hall.

			 

			Thomas Arthur Hedley is born in Taunton hospital.

		

	
		
			15 March 2009

			I lie motionless for twenty minutes, waiting for the ambulance to arrive. Two paramedics. Take one look at me and send for another ambulance. Cover me in a blanket made of silver foil.

			 

			My mind swims down and backwards, finds a gate leading into a patch of woodland. The gate is rusty, sunk on its hinges. I have to lift it slightly to open it. I hear the sound of the latch going and the sound of water and the sound of bees. I hear the sound of trees rustling and swaying in the wind. I hear Hope’s voice, telling me to stay with her.

			 

			Second ambulance takes forty minutes to arrive.

			 

			I listen for squirrels and small birds rummaging for food. I listen for rooks and crows and woodpeckers. I listen for all the sounds I’ve heard throughout my life, and I listen for new sounds, things I never acknowledged at the time, because I never really knew they were there.

			 

			Four of them carry me out on a stretcher. I’m trying to say goodbye to the dogs. Spike licks my hand, ever so gentle. I hear one of the paramedics saying do we need bells, and another one saying no.

			 

			My mind takes me through the patch of woodland and out into an area of bracken. I find a narrow footpath, like a sheep’s path, winding up a steep slope.

			 

			The hospital is loud and bright. Nurses come every four hours to lift and turn me. My mind is a jungle, flitting from here to there, dipping in and out of time. One big mass of memories, seasons all crushed together.

			 

			I keep my eyes closed and list everything I see. Swallows, willowherb, heather, gorse. I stop to ask a slow-­worm if he’s got a mate anywhere. No, he says. The grass is terrible green, but the sky is clearest blue like it has never heard of rain. I follow the path as it winds its way upwards, through the woodland and the bracken and out into a meadow. I use my mind to keep on climbing.

			Sometimes a nurse comes in and starts poking around before I get to the top, or another patient starts shouting and screaming and I lose my way. I have to go back and retrace my steps.

			 

			I thought I’d be dead before I turned thirty. Bang, lights out. I couldn’t imagine being myself, Thomas Arthur Hedley – young Thomas – but old. It was easier to imagine being dead.

			There are flowers on the high ground. I close my eyes and open the gate, and I can see the whole of my life spread out in front of me, like the opening shot of a film about some ancient war.

			I can see my grandfather on Father’s side, waving his shotgun at the contractors who bulldozed his farm. Fisher’s Mede, Great Meadow, Bath Meadow. I can see the farmhouse where Father grew from a boy into a man, all ancient and ruined and sagging in on itself. I can see the secondary modern, my own school, which they built on the field where Grandfather used to keep the fat stock.

			I can see the village of Winsford, where Mother was borned, and Mother’s mother, and her mother’s mother, going back hundreds of years. I can see my grandfather on Mother’s side, climbing out of the Welsh valleys covered in coal, working his way west, part of the gang that was building the roads.

			I can see Mother and Father courting. Mother going round and round the fields she knew like the back of her hand, pixie-­led, or so she’d have it. Father walking drunk along the road to Dulverton, flinching at the sound of a sheepdog’s footsteps, fleeing his own shadow.

			I can see black dogs floating down the Exe valley, grandmothers turning into hares and back again, running over the moor with packs of hare hounds chasing them. I can see hedges full of foxgloves the foxes used to stalk their prey, swallows plucking celandine to mend their blindness.

			I can see the Devil sunbathing on Tarr Steps, getting into a cussing match with the vicar, wilting the trees with his language.

			And every time I open my eyes Hope is there.

			Stay with me, she says.

			 

			I work to bring up the exact feeling of being cold, warming. I can’t do it. Legs like tombstones. I can’t tell if they’re frostbitten or scalding hot. I can’t feel the presence of a fly, or twitch it away.

			All I can do is hurt, and I can’t move to ease it.

			 

			I close my eyes and climb, up and up and up, over and over and over, through the hunting gate, through the patch of woodland, through the area of bracken, away from the nurses and lights and machines. I learn to focus on every detail. It’s a way to control my mind, keep from drowning.

			And sometimes, when I get high enough, I can see how life is less of a sheep’s path winding itself up the side of a hill from the bottom to the top, and more like the patterns clouds make on the surface of the sea. I can see Gracie and Gillian, Johnny and Alfie, Uncle Jim. I can see foxes running, stags roaring, gorse flowers opening. It’s all happening at once.

			I go up and onto the high ground, and it’s like a fog has lifted and I can see how everything is made up of a long chain of events that might easily not have happened. One thing leading to the next thing, and the next thing, and on and on and on. Small things most of them, forgotten as soon as they are done.

			It’s only when you add up all these small things that you get a sum so fraught with heartache you can’t even start to reckon on how much you’ve lost.

			 

		

	
		
			23 September 2009

			Scientists from the Stockholm Resilience Centre publish a paper setting out nine planetary bound­aries, or limits, beyond which we can’t push Earth’s systems without risking the collapse of human civilization.3

			Rate of biodiversity loss, land-­use change, aerosol pollution, novel entities, ozone-­layer damage, ocean acidification, nitrogen and phosphorus cycles, freshwater cycles, and climate.

			They argue that three of these boundaries have already been crossed: biodiversity, nitrogen/phosphorus, and climate, with the remaining six in a critical condition.

			The breaches have all occurred during Thomas Hedley’s lifetime, a period of untrammelled economic growth known as the Great Acceleration.

		

	
		
			PART ONE BREAKING BOUNDARIES

		

	
		
			 

			TYBALT: What wouldst thou have with me?

			MERCUTIO: Good king of cats, nothing but one of your nine lives.

			William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet

		

	
		
			2014

			I wouldn’t be able to cope.

			Catrina’s on the swing I hung off the big beech in front of the cottage. Had to put my harness on just to get up to the lowest branch. She’s twirling one way then the other, tangling the ropes this way and that way, hither and thither. She’s one of them as can’t sit still.

			You would, I tell her. We cope with what we have to.

			 

			She’s writing a book, something about living in a galvanized shed and how nobody got houses no more.

			I got to bite my tongue. I worked my fucking bollocks off for my little cottage on the outskirts of Dulverton, and that was after my heart attack.

			If you work hard it’ll pay off, I tell her.

			No, she says, hard work don’t count no more.

			She’m argumentative like that.

			Well, I says. I hear everyone wincing and whining about how they hant got this and they hant got that and not willing to do a decent day’s work.

			She says it’s political.

			Well, I says, I’m not interested in politics, except what bugger’s going to come and kill me.

			 

			Hope asked her to come and light the fire and give me a bit of company so I’m not on my own too long. Problem is she never stops asking questions.

			What’s it like?

			She drags her feet on the ground to stop the swing moving.

			Well, I says. It’s like a massive, massive punishment.

			You know what the old saying is, you reap what you sow. Well I reckon I’m being repaid for some shit I done years ago, like punching Jack Thomas in the earhole, or running over his cat.

			It’s late afternoon and crows are raucous, they know something’s coming.

			Do you really think that?

			Well, I says, I’d like to think life’s got some fairness buried in it somewhere, do you know?

			I lean my torso forwards and backwards again, but it don’t make no difference.

			 

			The first raindrops fall and catch and break and splatter on the ground.

			We better go inside, I says, and she gets up off the swing and follows me into the house. We go up the track and in through the back doors because I’ll only use the lift in the evenings when it’s dark.

			She kneels on the floorboards by the wood burner and I offer up instructions on which pieces of wood to put in first and how much to open the vent.

			Put the kettle on top, I says.

			I tip the chair back and sit by the fire with my legs up until the kettle starts whistling.

			I already taught her to pour my tea into the mug with the big handle. I can wedge my hands in through and lift him up like that.

			I tip the chair up and roll over to the windows and look out across the valley at the rain.

			I still can’t hardly get a grip on it. I sit here sometimes by the window and I sort of like leave my body and hover up above, and it’s like looking down on a stranger. It’s me in the wheelbarrow and it’s not me, like someone has taken me out of my box and put me in a new one. Like a dog suddenly turned into a cat, like the women on Exmoor who turned into hares and back again, only this time there’s no turning back.

			 

			Catrina comes and sits on the sofa. It’s the one as used to be in the Red Lion in Dulverton, the one Winston Churchill sat on.

			She’s got her notebook with her and a pen.

			The reason I think it could be fate, I says, is I’ve been angling for it since the day I was borned. Weighed five pound and fell down to three. Gave the doctors and nurses a rake of trouble and I been ought but trouble ever since. I had accidents and accidents and accidents. Broke my thigh, broke my arm, broke my ankles, both of them, broke my wrist, my thumb, two fingers, a couple of ribs. Big Steve called me up in the hospital.

			You really bloody done it this time, he says, and I says yeah, and I think shit what more.

			 

			Life to me meant wanting to earn enough money so I wasn’t scraping the barrel. I wanted a family, somebody to protect. I wanted to be left alone by all the bureaucracy and shit. I wanted to enjoy myself. I wanted to live.

			 

			The rain is hammering on the windowpanes. I’m worried for Hope driving all that way back over the hills.

			I spin the chair around.

			I crashed a car once between Exford and Lucker Bridge. It was a Triumph Herald, and they had a roof you could just unbolt and take off. I tipped him over and pulled the roof off. It was just the backs of the seats left in. He kept going really fast, and I was down in the footwell.

			You were upside down?

			Well, I says. Somat like that.

			Catrina’s scribbling in her notebook.

			I got to stop talking, I says. I’m getting wored out.

			Only I don’t stop.

			 

			We carry on like that for the rest of the winter and the ones that come after. Me telling up my tales and her writing them down in her notebook, scribbling like the world’s going to end and she’m got to get it all down first.

			 

			And sometimes with the telling of them the tales start to reach for something I can’t wholly fathom, and it’s like being up on that hill again and I can see the whole of my life spread out in front of me, clear as light.

			 

			And other times the words are like the scattered bones of an animal that lived and died a long, long time ago, and all around him it’s dark as darkest night.

		

	
		
			9

			The world has lost two-­thirds of its wildlife in the past fifty years.4

			 

		

	
		
			1953

			I’m hatched in Taunton hospital, five weeks early and so small they store me in a jam jar like a pickled onion. Incubator. Parents take me home to Exmoor, which is where they come from. They say Devil got thirsty, and he dug for water, and he made Dunkery with a spadeful of earth, and he drank the water out of the hole he left, and they called the hole Winsford, and that’s Mother’s village.

			 

			There was all of them borned in the one cottage. Betty, Olive, Mother, Doris, Arthur, Fred, Mervin, Marion, Gwen, Dor, Sybil, Else – only nobody knows if Else was a cousin or an aunt, six times removed or just the once. She’d dance on the bridge when the river was in spate, set fire to herself, eyes like flying saucers.

			It’s a tea room now, the cottage where Mother was borned. After Father got ill it was my job to go and cut the grass and put out the rubbish. That’s what we kids done to earn a bit of extra pocket money. Half a crown we got to mow the lawn, and it took us half a Saturday.

			Father’s father’s tough as custard and twice as yellow. He can pick up a granite roller and load it into a butt cart. Got a farm near Dulverton. Likes to walk into the pub with his sleeves rolled up, itching for a fight. Then the council kills him. Compulsory purchase. Take his land.

			He goes down waving his shotgun at the contractors, only they say it isn’t his land no more. He keeps the farmhouse, but they build new houses all around, council houses and roads, and that’s all the good ground gone.

			 

			Father’s brother Jim is my favourite. His son Keith is the brainy one, but I’m the wild one. Rufty-­tufty, and I’m into hunting, and him a gamekeeper. Jim’s a yes-­sir man, because keepers got to doff their hats at shooters, only that goes against my grain. I think we ought to be slightly more equal than to go around doffing our hats.

			Jim works on the Wingfield Estate near Trowbridge. It’s a hell of a way to go with the reliability of cars, but Father likes his driving. He’ll sit behind the wheel for a week, think nothing of it. Golden times, especially in the light of what comes after.

			 

			Mother’s mother’s a Gardner, from Howtown, old granny Gardner, born in the late nineteenth century. There’ve been Gardners on Exmoor since the 1700s, so we’re going back a bit.

			 

			Place is crawling with aunts and uncles. They smoke the bloody house out and tell up their tales, and I sit up and listen, quiet as a mouse, until I’m scared to go to bed. Bloody shit. Or I’m flicking through Gulliver’s Travels and having nightmares about that, because all these little men are stealing my bedclothes and tying me down.

			 

		

	
		
			1957

			I’m four years old when a chap called Mr Fox comes calling. There’s a knock on the door and Mother says Father look, it’s Mr Fox and then she says to me and my sister, you chillers go upstairs and don’t you come down again until I say so.

			Well I don’t want to go upstairs, not while I’m thinking there’s a fox in the bloody kitchen, so I hide behind the curtain in the living room and I hear Mr Fox come in and sit down and talk a bit with Mother and Father and he sounds like all the other adults do and I can’t hardly believe he’m a fox at all.

			I got to see with my own eyes so I creep out from behind the curtain, only I trip and fall over and Mother comes running out and that’s when she puts me in the cupboard under the stairs and bugger me there’s spiders in there bigger’n my hand. I’m terrified in case they’m going to eat me whole.

			 

			Father lets me out and I can’t even cry.

			You shouldn’t have put en in there, he says to Mother.

			Well, she says, twill teach en a lesson.

			 

			I’m a strange boy, everyone says it. I like nothing better than to sit under a tree and close my eyes and listen and wait for birds to come and sit on my hand. Robins and blackbirds and sparrers. What are you bloody staring at, Mother’ll holler, and I’ll be stuck for words to describe the feeling I get from looking at the bare branches of a hawthorn in December.

			 

			The landlord up at Molden Inn’s got wild animals in pens. He’s got Fox, and Badger, and Owl, and Parrot, and Monkey. He’s got a red stag called Ernest, and one day when there’s lots of people around he lets him out. Stag makes a beeline for me, puts his hooves on my shoulders and knocks me over.

			When I go to bed that night I see him in the wallpaper, and I’m screeching and screaming, and Mother comes running up.

			Turn over, she says, and look at something else.

			But he’m everywhere, I says, and he’m not friendly.

			 

		

	
		
			1958

			Scientists start measuring atmospheric CO2 at the Mauna Loa mountaintop observatory in Hawaii. The CO2 level stands at 316  parts per million (ppm), which is slightly higher than the pre-­industrial level of 280 ppm.5 

		

	
		
			1959

			It’s coming up to Christmas and I’m woken by the clattering of a lorry in the dead of night. I creep over to my bedroom window and look out and there’s a crowd of sheep in the lane and Father’s shouting and there’s one of my uncles shouting back.

			 

			I find out later he’d been out rustling only he loaded up the sheep in such a hurry he didn’t do the tailgate up proper, and right outside the cottages the tailgate comes open and all the sheep jump out. Father he’m furious. Don’t see much of Uncle after that.

			 

		

	
		
			1960

			I’m seven when the real trouble starts. I pull Millie Steer’s knickers down in the school playground. Disgusting boy.

			It’s her friend goes and tells on us. Debbie Simcock. I catch up with her years after. You bugger, I says, you cost me a suspension and twelve months of lunch breaks. I had to do my ten times tables, right up to twelve times. Forgot them all now.

			They send me home with Mother, only she don’t want me, so I traipse up to Knaplock with Father, and there’s plenty more trouble waiting for me up there.

			 

			Father says if Granny offers you a cup of tea or anything to eat, you say no. I got your sandwiches here, he says. Well we go in for lunch and Granny’s got the table all laid out and she’m offering me tea and cake, and I got to say no, and I’m hungry. I’m always hungry, I’m a scrawny little thing. I’m angry with Father, but I think I know what he’s on. There are chickens running around and pecking at the bread, and a cat with a runny nose drinking out of the milk jug, and a large white sow fast asleep under the table.

			Have you ever seen a full-­growed large white sow?

			Monster.

			I rest my feet on the sow until Derek the farmer comes in. He sits on a kind of swivelling secretary seat at the head of the table and he kicks and kicks to get the pig out from underneath. Well as her stands up she nearly picks up the table and carts en off.

			 

			Derek’s one of Exmoor’s wildest. Gurt raw-­boned bugger with a flat cap, as broad as he’s tall, don’t care for nobody. Neighbouring farm’s got a stallion, and one day Derek comes into the field and the stallion comes after him and Derek gets off his horse and stands his ground, and when the stallion gets right to him, Derek punches him on the end of his nose, and the stallion falls over.

			He’s got a pack of hounds for hunting and he’s got them half starved in a cage to keep them hungry. I’ve got a stick and I like to rattle it up against their cage to piss them off, only one day they’ve had enough and they surge towards the galvanized door and break it and take off after me. The next thing Father sees is me running up the flatbed and jumping into the lorry and the hounds all clustered round baying for my blood. Derek shoots them after that, every last one of them.

			He’s got a County Crawler. It’s based on a Fordson Major, only with tracks instead of wheels. Him and Father go blasting stone down by the river, drive down over the cleave with the Crawler in the trailer, throw a load of explosives, then run and hide. It’s my job to go around picking up loose stones.

			Then one day Father says no.

			You can’t come today, he says, it’s too dangerous.

			Well I kick up hell, but they won’t budge, so I wait and follow them down on my own. I sneak down and hide in the woods, and after the blasting stops, I go over to inspect the damage, only there is no damage. I go along until I get to the pool. There’s a pool down there, a very deep pool, about fifty metres deep, and long, and all along the edges are dead fish, piles of them.

			 

			It’s not until years later I’m told there was a load of salmon in the pool and Derek and Father had gone down and chucked explosives in, to get the salmon out.

			Next day the water bailiffs come down to the wood opposite, only Derek fires into en with a .22 rifle and that scares them away. That’s the kind of tough-­assed bugger he is. I’m in awe of him right up until he gets wored out and has a heart attack.

			 

			I wear Harris tweed shorts and my knees get so cold they split and bleed. Father has to rub cow salve on them and carry me upstairs to bed, but I don’t care. I have some lovely times up there on that farm, just mooching around. Fields back onto open moorland. Father’ll say don’t you wander too far, then forget all about me until lunchtime.

			 

			One day I ketch a wood pigeon with my bare hands. I look up into a tree and there’s a wood pigeon just sitting there. I creep up and creep up and he never flies away. I snatch him off the branch and cart him up to Father, chuffed as nuts. I’m stroking him and kissing his head, and Father he’m shouting.

			Put it on the ground and don’t touch your face.

			But he’s my little friend, I says.

			And Father answers by picking up a stick and knocking the pigeon’s head off. Tisn’t very friendly. He makes me wash my hands in the stream until there’s nought left on en, not even skin. Then he takes the stick and points to a dead fox in the grass, then he points upwards and there’s bloody birds dropping out of the sky.

			Strychnine, he says. Crows came in and stripped the fields and Derek soaked the verges in revenge on the crows.

			 

			Mother she’m furious with Father.

			Strychnine kills nine times, she says, and even cats only got nine lives.

			I got to stay home with Mother after that, and that’s why I hide in a raven’s nest.
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