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To Fred Harris,
the best man I know.
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INTRO:

A Kind of Magic
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From the LiveJournal of Bernadette Ingram (marked as Exhibit BI 1): March 26th, 2022


The first seven years of my life are a blank. I don’t remember a thing before that. Most children remember something of their early years, but not me. No favourite toy, no lullaby, not even a fall down a flight of stairs. My memories start at six-thirty on September 12th, 1981, and I remember what happened then with cut-glass crystal clarity.


It was my birthday, and my parents had taken me to see a magician called The Great Carovnik. I remember everything about that evening. The long, red-carpeted staircase, the red velvet seats, worn peachy with time, with the opera glasses fixed to the back. I remember the scent of smoke and the lights of the auditorium, and the musicians in the orchestra pit, and the cherubs on the ceiling. Every detail is fixed in my mind, except for one thing. Katie was there. There’s even a picture of us both; a slightly faded photograph taken in the foyer. In it, we look like sisters. We have the same dark, jaw-length hair, the same fringe, the same vivid faces. We are even wearing the same kind of dress, though mine is pink, and hers is blue. But although there can be no doubt that this was the night of the magic show, I don’t remember her being there at all. It’s as if she was snipped from my memory.


But I do remember everything else. The lights, the music, the hush of the crowd. The rabbit from the black top hat. The glass box and the seven swords. The scary Sphinx’s head in the box. The paper flowers and fluttering doves. But most of all, I remember the magic trick with the table. That, and the way she looked at me, and what she whispered in my ear. That is what I remember most. That’s where the real magic happened.


It began with a dining-room table, laden with dishes and silverware, with branches of candles and glasses of wine atop a damask tablecloth. The Great Carovnik spread her arms to indicate the scale of it: the bowls of fruit, the covered plates, the delicate bonbon dishes. The back of the stage, I remember, was all hung with mirrors, reflecting the lights. I could even see myself in the front row of the audience, suspended magically in mid-air, my small pale face like a bauble hanging from a Christmas tree.


A drum roll, loud as thunder. The lights went down. There was a hush – and then she flipped away the cloth so fast that you could barely see, leaving every candle lit, every piece of glassware in place – except for a single glass of wine, which somehow ended up in her hand, raised in a toast to the audience. And behind her was the table, every dish and glass in place: but in that second, she had somehow managed to turn the dinner table around so that it faced the other way: the branch of candles at one end now burning at the other …


I was so very young at the time. And yet I remember it perfectly. The woman’s face in its greasepaint. Her outfit – silver frock coat, black boots, top hat at an angle – the smile she sent me over her glass; the tiny, delicious sip of wine she took – Here’s to us – as her eyes met mine.


I must have been staring. She saw me there, watching from the front row. And as the stagehands raced to remove the heavily laden table, she moved to the front of the stage and knelt to whisper softly in my ear. And then she stood up, and drained her glass in a single mouthful, and winked at me, and took a bow, and the applause was thunderous.


I told my mother, when we got home, that I wanted to do real magic, just like the silver lady on stage. My mother laughed.


‘Oh, Bernie,’ she said. ‘Magic’s not real. It’s just a trick with mirrors. And The Great Carovnik is a man. That lady was his assistant. The man in the suit and the black cape – he was the magician.’


Well, of course I’d seen the man in the suit, pulling rabbits out of hats and changing handkerchiefs into doves. But the woman was who I remembered. She was the one who deserved the name. She was the one who counted. Even when they both stepped up into the spotlight to take their bow, I only ever had eyes for her. The way she spread her arms, as if to say: I did this. I’m amazing. The way she claimed her victory, smiling all the way to the gods. So many women never claim their achievements openly. So many women are eclipsed – sawn in half, or stabbed with knives, or made to vanish into thin air – as if that were so unusual. After all, it’s hardly news. Women vanish every day. But The Great Carovnik had shown me this: that we need never vanish. She had shown me that you could take the spotlight if you wanted to, even from the man in the suit, with all his smoke and mirrors. Of course, it took me many years to fully understand this. But that was where it started, on the stage at Malbry Lyceum, with the footlights reflecting in my eyes, and her voice in my ear as she whispered:


Little girl. Make them look.





TRACK 1:

Girls Just Want to Have Fun



Hey, goddesses! Feeling washed-out? Hot flashes getting you down? Strap in, grab a smoothie, run a warm bath with essential oils. Light a scented candle. This is your time to shine, shine, shine. The party’s just beginning!
(DeeDee LaDouce, Mybigfatmenopause.com)
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Extract from Class of ’92, by Kate Hemsworth
(published by LifeStory Press, 2023)


When we were children, Bernie and I, magic was easier than sums. It was the kind of magic children never think about; the kind that adults don’t notice. I remember I could change into a pony, a rabbit, a bird – anything I wanted to be. Even a boy, if I wanted. That’s what Bernie told me.


In those days, the world was infinite. All our doors were open. A lifetime of possibility, where all the choices were mine to make. I don’t remember much of it now. But I do know it was real. And I know the moment I lost it for good, and the one who took it away from me, the way so many men take away the power they find in women.


But I’m not going to talk about him right now. He isn’t a part of my story. Even writing his name gives him power, and he was small and ridiculous, and doesn’t deserve our attention. And yet, this is why we’re here, I suppose. Even though what happened was terrible, let’s not pretend that’s not why we’re here. Because Bernie Ingram wasn’t a freak. She could have been any one of us. In some ways, maybe I think she was. Maybe she was that part of us that still believes in magic; in change. Yes, I know what she did. But I can’t find it in me to blame her. A part of me would have done the same. A part of you would have done it, too.


Don’t think I don’t know what we’re doing here. I know why I was chosen for this. I’m nicely middle-of-the-road. Readers can relate to me. I’m still reasonably attractive – at least, as attractive as a woman can be when she’s approaching fifty. I could be your next-door neighbour. I could be your mother, your sister, your wife. My life looks appealing on the page, but not enough to provoke too much envy. I’m not a doormat, although I’m not any kind of activist, and I certainly don’t want to be a man – which is what so many of you think poor Bernie really wanted. And, of course, I knew her back then. I can tell her story. But not for you. Because of her. Because I owe it to Bernie.


Let me introduce myself. Kate Hemsworth – mother of Sadie (15) and Ben (19), wife of Lucas Hemsworth, and graduate of Pog Hill Class of ’92. Born right here in Malbry; educated at Mulberry House, then at Pog Hill Sixth Form College, just like Bernie Ingram. She was Bernadette Moon in those days, and I was Katie Malkin, and we were best friends when we were small, although by the end of junior school, I didn’t have much to do with her. Even then, something was wrong. Even then, she was different.


Our junior school was Chapel Lane, two steps away from Mulberry House. A small community of no more than a hundred pupils, but with a good reputation. About two thirds of the pupils there went on to attend independent schools – Mulberry House for the girls, St Oswald’s or King Henry’s for the boys. I liked it there. I had nice friends. After the first year, Bernadette Moon, with her long dark plaits and her look of never quite knowing what day it was, was no longer among them. To the rest of us, she seemed childish – the kind of girl who still has invisible friends. And she was always pretending things – prancing around like a pony, or being a princess, or a jungle explorer, or someone out of Greek myth, or running and barking like a dog – which seemed, from the height of my eight months’ seniority, both absurd, and slightly insulting. No one bullied or called her names – Chapel Lane wasn’t that kind of school – and yet she was somehow set apart. Kids can sometimes be cruel, and girls are especially quick to pick out any visible difference. But there was nothing visibly weird or different about Bernie. It wasn’t her accent, or her clothes, or any of the other things that sometimes mark kids out at school. In a way, that made it worse. Bernie was weird from the inside, more so than I ever imagined.


And yet, we might never have realized, except for that birthday party. It was her eleventh, and we were both entering our first year at Mulberry House. Mulberry House was much grander and more imposing than Chapel Lane, and Bernadette, still young for her age, was now in danger of getting a shock unless she really tried to fit in.


Her mother must have known that. The party was all her mother’s idea. Bernadette’s eleventh birthday happened to coincide with the start of the autumn term, and her mother invited the whole form, in the hope that Bernie might make new friends. It was a kind of desperate move, and I rightly saw it as trying too hard – never a way to be popular.


It had been over three years since I had believed in magic. Now I believed in Toyah instead, and dreamed of being a teenager. I noticed boys in passing, but secretly worshipped Adam Ant, and practised swaggering dance moves in front of my bedroom mirror. My mother thought it was charming, but my father didn’t like it. ‘She’s growing up too fast,’ he would say. ‘She needs to enjoy her childhood.’


No one said that about Bernadette Moon. In fact, as far as she was concerned, she wasn’t planning to grow up at all. But my mother was friends with hers, and I was in her form that year, and so, when the invitation came (on a handwritten card, with silver stars), I ended up agreeing to go. And so I arrived at the party that night, dressed in my sparkly T-shirt and jeans, only to find that I was one of only three guests in attendance. The other two were Grace Oyemade, a new girl from the Red City estate, and Lorelei Jones, whose parents ran the party shop, which made the whole thing both sad and ironic.


The saddest thing of all was, it should have been a great party. There were tables laden with food: sandwiches, jugs of lemonade, cakes, jellies, ice cream. There was a three-tier birthday cake, topped with pink and white icing. There were twenty-one goodie bags, one for every girl in the class, and a mountain of party hats and balloons. There was a pile of videos, a wide-screen TV, and chairs and beanbags all around the living room. One bedroom was a disco room, with coloured lights and a mirrorball. There was a crafts station for making candy bracelets, and paper lanterns for when it got dark. And there were games – Pass the Parcel, and Spin the Bottle and Twister – all set up and ready to play. It should have been a big success. Instead, it was a disaster.


The worst part was that Bernie didn’t really seem to notice. I remember her greeting me at the door, in a tiara and a white ruffled party dress, her eyes all hopeful and shining, as if she were having the time of her life. I’d brought her a present – a Yardley talc-and-scent set from Boots, chosen by my mother – which I already knew was all wrong. Bernie was a My Little Pony girl. You could tell that just from looking at her.


‘We’re having a magic show!’ she said, dragging me inside by the hand.


‘A magic show?’


‘You remember.’


For a moment, I thought I did; something from a long time ago, from those days when magic was easy as maths. Then it was gone, like the words of a song you haven’t heard in years, leaving nothing in its place but a sense of vague discomfort.


‘We’ve got snacks. This is going to be fun!’ She talked like that, all exclamations: like a child in a book from the fifties. I followed her into the living room, where Grace and Lorelei were sitting in front of a long table piled with snacks, and crisps, and little sandwiches, and in the middle – to my surprise – a blindfold next to a little cut-glass dish of Opal Fruits. It didn’t much look like a magic show, not even when Bernie reached under the table and produced a top hat and cloak, which she proceeded to put on over her ruffled party dress, and a plastic fairy wand with a silver star on the tip.


I was a bit disappointed. I’d expected an actual magician, like the one Jenny Kite had at her birthday, but it seemed as if Bernie was going to try to demonstrate the trick herself.


‘So – what do we do?’ I said.


‘You know. It’s just like playing House. You start. Just take an Opal Fruit, and put it in your mouth, and chew.’


I looked at her. ‘What do you mean, playing House?’ I didn’t see the connection between playing House and a magic show; besides, playing House was for little kids. Surely she didn’t mean for us to play with Barbies all night long?


Bernie shook her head impatiently, making her long plaits fly. ‘Go on!’ she said. ‘Just take a sweet. Don’t show us what you’ve chosen, though.’


I shrugged and selected a strawberry sweet, turned away to unwrap it, and popped it into my mouth. I remember it well – the sharpness, the juice. I’d always loved Opal Fruits. It was the last one I would ever eat.


‘Now for the blindfold.’ She picked it up. ‘Let me help you put it on. We don’t want any cheating.’


Still confused, I played along. I heard the rustle of Bernie’s cloak as she moved behind me.


‘OK. Can you taste it now? Now – go!’


For a moment, I heard them all, whispering and giggling.


‘Now what?’


‘Now I’ll tell you what Katie chose.’ She paused for effect. I imagined her waving the wand and swirling the cloak. ‘Are you ready? She chose – strawberry!’ The others whispered and giggled again.


‘Big deal. You probably saw me.’ I reached up to take off the blindfold.


‘No, don’t take it off,’ she said. ‘We haven’t got to the good bit yet.’


More whispering and giggling. I could sense more movement around me, and the sound of cutlery on a plate. I was starting to feel annoyed; as if they were secretly mocking me.


Then, Bernie’s voice said: ‘This one.’


Lorelei: ‘No, this one.’


‘Ewww!’


‘Shh!’


‘Shhhhh!’


Someone giggled uncomfortably. Once more I sensed, rather than heard, someone moving towards me. And then Bernie took hold of my arm. It could have been anyone, I guess. And yet somehow I knew it was her. And then –


Remember, I was eleven years old, where memory works differently. And it had already been three years since I’d been close to Bernie. I had grown a foot taller since then. I had lost my baby teeth. I had made new memories. I was almost a different person.


A moment of connection. Flash.


‘Abracadabra!’ said Bernie.


I can’t be certain what happened next, or if I remember it accurately. But as she touched me, I recall a strange kind of sensation, as if something in me had been turned around. And it seemed weirdly familiar, too, like something from a recurring dream.


‘What can you taste now?’ Bernie said. She sounded as if her mouth was full. ‘Think. What can you really taste?’


‘Strawberry Opal Fruit,’ I said. ‘This is stupid.’ I was annoyed. I didn’t like the blindfold, or the giggling, or the feeling that the others were sharing a joke from which I was excluded. I reached once more for the blindfold. ‘What did you even think I’d –’


And then, suddenly, the taste in my mouth was brutally overridden. The sharp acidic tang of fruit gave way to something different. A different flavour and texture; familiar, but so unexpected that I could barely identify it. Nothing had been put into my mouth: I had been sucking my sweet all the time. And yet, it was there, unmistakeable: something salty and fatty and strange –


It felt like a violation.


I started to choke and gag in alarm. I started to pull at the blindfold.


‘No! That’s cheating!’ said Bernadette. ‘What can you taste?’


‘I – d-don’t know. P-pork pie?’


Bernie laughed in delight. The other two laughed with her, though I thought they sounded uncomfortable. Someone took off my blindfold. Bernadette was still laughing. She was holding a half-eaten piece of pork pie between her fingers. I was eating that just now, I thought. I could taste it. Feel it there. But there was nothing in my mouth except a half-eaten Opal Fruit. I spat it out into my hand. I didn’t trust it anymore.


I know. It’s difficult to explain. I suppose it’s difficult to hear, especially coming from someone like me. But I need you to understand. I wasn’t a suggestible child. I wasn’t especially imaginative. I was a team player, which made me as susceptible to peer pressure as any other girl at a new school wanting to fit in and be popular. But what I’d experienced wasn’t like that. I wasn’t going along with the crowd. There wasn’t a crowd. Just Bernie Moon. I didn’t need to impress her. And yet, it happened all the same – that thing we now call The First Incident.


If I’d been older, I might have assumed that she’d somehow hypnotized me, or even slipped me some kind of drug. But I was not as streetwise as I would have liked my friends to believe. All I could think of at the time was: She can make you feel things, somehow. She can make you feel what she feels. What else could she have made me feel? A headache? The urge to pee my pants? Instinctively, I sensed that she could have done both those things – maybe even more than that. And in the wake of my surprise and fear came burning anger. I threw the half-eaten Opal Fruit at Bernie.


‘You’re disgusting!’


She looked surprised. ‘Don’t be like that. Don’t you like pork pie?’


‘That isn’t the point!’


‘But that’s the magic,’ said Bernie, as if what I’d just experienced was completely normal. ‘Don’t you remember anything?’


‘Remember what?’ I was trembling now. Once more came that fugitive gleam of recognition in my mind, like a shard of memory, working inwards to my heart.


She sighed. ‘Come on. Let’s try again. We’ll do Lorelei this time. You were last, so you can choose.’


‘Choose what?’


‘What she gets to taste, of course. That’s the magic. You know that.’


I glared. The thought that Bernadette Moon could somehow have made a strawberry Opal Fruit taste like a mouthful of pork pie was still too much for me to take, but I had been badly frightened, and I felt a need to retaliate.


‘You’re so weird,’ I said spitefully. ‘No wonder no one else turned up to your stupid party. Why couldn’t we just do normal stuff?’


For a second, she looked at me, and I saw that my words had struck home. The light of excitement in her eyes dimmed, then seemed to darken. I was suddenly half afraid – of what she might say, of what she might do. Suddenly, I seemed to hear a sound like an approaching train, and feel something breathing against my neck, and I saw the fine little hairs on my arms rise in response to some primal fear –


And then Bernie’s mother came in with a tray, calling out in her too-bright voice: How’s it going, girls? and offering jugs of lemonade, and by the time we’d helped ourselves, the moment had passed, and Bernie was back as she’d been before; looking like Wednesday Addams dressed up in her granny’s wedding dress, hopped up on sugar and atmosphere, but no longer strange or menacing. By the time I’d finished my glass, everything was normal again, and I could almost convince myself that Bernie’s mysterious party trick was just my imagination.


I looked at Grace and Lorelei to see if they knew what had happened. Grace was very shy, and seemed not to have understood the ‘trick’. But Lorelei seemed quite relieved not to have had to take her turn. She and I spent the rest of that party watching The Muppet Movie and whispering to each other behind our hands, while Bernadette tried in vain to interest us in a series of normal activities. Eventually, she and Grace settled down to watch the movie in silence, while Lorelei and I pretended not to see or hear her.


Meanwhile, from the kitchen, her mother looked on with an unhappy smile, coming out at intervals to ask if we were enjoying ourselves, or if we wanted more lemonade, and leaving with a sad look on her face, as if she, and not her daughter, were the one whom the class had rejected.


I only saw her father once, quite near the end of the party. He came into the kitchen, where Bernadette’s mother was cleaning up, and looked into the living room, where we were still watching the movie. Behind him, Bernie’s mother said something, and he turned and said: I told you so. Bloody waste of money, Jean. Bernie’s mother shut the door then, so that all I could hear was the rise and fall of their voices through the glass, but I could tell that she was upset, and that he was angry. It made me feel guilty, and more so when, as I left the party, Bernie’s mother insisted I take home the whole top tier of the birthday cake, as well as some extra goodie bags.


‘I’m sure your mum would like one,’ she said in that bright and hopeful tone. ‘And maybe your sister would like one, too? There’s a little make-up kit in there, and some stickers, and sweets, and a friendship bracelet.’ Once more, that wide, heartbreaking smile, a little too like Bernie’s. ‘I made a few too many, I know. But it’s good for Bernie to have friends like you. You’re such a good influence on her.’


In the end, out of guilt, I took four goodie bags, the cake tier and a parcel of sandwiches. Grace and Lorelei took their share, and Bernie waved goodbye at the door, bugling: See you on Monday! as if she couldn’t bear to see us go.


But, by Monday, everyone knew that the party had been a disaster. Lorelei must have spread the word, and although she omitted to mention the magic show, the story she told was already enough to establish Bernie as unpopular and weird. I kept away from the subject – partly out of embarrassment for Bernie, but also because I didn’t want to be thought of as weird by association. And if I found myself dreaming about things I’d never dreamed before, things that belonged to that vanished time when magic had been as easy as maths, I managed to convince myself that none of that had ever been real, and that Bernie’s mysterious party game was nothing more than one of those dreams.


But something was beginning to grow, silently across the years. Something that would take four decades to reach its full potential. Something that sounds like breaking glass and smells like burning rubber. And it starts as all these stories do.


With blood.





TRACK 2:

Manchild



‘The curse is come upon me,’ cried The Lady of Shalott.
Alfred, Lord Tennyson, ‘The Lady of Shalott’

All our stories begin with blood.
From the LiveJournal of Bernadette Ingram (marked as Exhibit BI 1): March 26th, 2022
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From the LiveJournal of Bernadette Ingram (marked as Exhibit BI 1): March 26th, 2022


I had my music turned up loud. The man’s voice cut right through it. I tried to ignore him. I wasn’t afraid, and yet I could feel his aggression, like heat. I lengthened my stride from a jog to a run. Too late. He yanked out my earphones. I felt his hand grab my shoulder. I knew I should be frightened, and yet, somehow, I couldn’t feel it. Maybe it was the music still playing tinnily into the night – Neneh Cherry, and ‘Manchild’. I always liked that song, you know. Martin laughed at me for that. Hip-hop wasn’t his thing at all. Kate Bush was his girl. And that other Kate, who still lives in his passwords.


Don’t you dare ignore me, bitch. Don’t you fucking ignore me!


Some dreams are so intensely real that they defy even reality. This one dragged me from Martin, and my memories of him and Kate, to that other place, that parallel world, where I was not myself, but some other woman, a woman alone and in terrible danger, telling herself that it’s all a dream, that none of this can possibly be happening –


She’s thinking about her living room. The pastel pictures on the walls. The oatmeal-coloured throw on the couch. The bookcase, with its colourful rows of paperbacks. Her children. There they are. Maddy and Sam. Their photographs, there on the mantelpiece, their faces rosy and smiling. She thinks, Nothing bad can happen to me. This is my world. I’m safe here.


But she is wrong.


His hand is still there. This stranger’s hand on my shoulder. I can hear his voice, loud and strange. I can smell the aggression on him. I’m talking to you. Don’t ignore me. Don’t you dare ignore me.


I try to turn. But his other hand has already moved to my throat. Too late, I try to scream – to breathe – but too late. He has moved in closer. The stink of his rage is overwhelming. A sense of suffocation, a pressure on the side of my neck, and a thought – This isn’t happening. This isn’t how it’s supposed to be, I was going to make pizza tonight, I was going to read to the kids, and maybe have a long, hot bath, with lavender oil, that’s good for stress, and oh, this can’t be happening, oh, let me live, oh, let me breathe –


And then, there’s a feeling of slipping away, like a train going into a tunnel, and a muddled, half-waking memory of darkness, and the cold night sky, and the petrichor scent of soft damp earth, and the tinny ghost of Neneh Cherry playing into nothingness. And after that, for a time, I was dead, with his arms still clasped around me; dead, and yet still somehow aware of the damp earth under my body, and of his breathing, harsh and slow, and the smell of decomposition. And it felt like an eternity.


They call it sleep paralysis. I’ve had it half a dozen times, since the onset of menopause. I’m told it’s not uncommon, but that doesn’t make it less frightening. It feels like being buried alive in the basement of a haunted house; a basement long-abandoned, filled with relics of another life. It only lasts a few seconds, I’m told. But this morning it felt like forever. Lying there in the darkness; listening to the sounds from above; the footsteps of the living. Because that’s the worst thing about being dead. Everyone else goes on living. The sun keeps shining. Years come and go. People fall in love, and out. But not you. That’s over for you. Your life – that brief, bright, shining thing, barely glimpsed or understood before it was snuffed out – is at an end.


I tried to open my eyes, but I was dead. The sheets were cold. The earth was damp beneath me. He’s going to bury me, I thought, and for a moment, I didn’t know which of the two women I was – myself, or the other one, rapidly cooling on the ground, and I wanted to scream, but I was dead, and the walls of the house were collapsing –


And then I opened my eyes at last, saw daylight through the curtains. My bedroom curtains, dark blue, with a pattern of silver stars. My bedroom, with its familiar clutter of pictures and ornaments. My house, and my man, not hers, lying warm beside me –


The bedclothes beneath me were sticky and damp. My cotton nightshirt was wringing wet. For a time, I could still smell the ground, and that house, and the stagnant water, and now, a terrible butcher’s-shop reek, like raw meat steeped in loose change. And I thought: It wasn’t real. Thank God. Thank God, I’m still alive. Except for the blood. The blood was real, soaking the mattress beneath me.


I looked at the clock. It was six-fifteen.


What a way to start the weekend.


Gingerly, I rolled onto my side, and peeled myself free of the mattress. It made a kind of tearing sound, like ripping off a Band-Aid.


‘Fuck’s sake, Bernie,’ Martin said, tugging at the duvet.


Martin likes to sleep in late, especially at weekends. I try not to wake him when I get up to go to work. I stood up, looked down at my nightshirt, butcher’s-aproned black with blood, feeling blood run down my leg and into the bedroom carpet.


‘Holy fuck!’ He sprawled out of bed as if I’d stuck him with a cattle prod. ‘What the fuck, Bernie? What happened?’


I shrugged.


‘I thought all that was over?’


All that. Meaning, I suppose, what my mother used to call The Curse. But yes. He was right. I haven’t bled for six months. I thought I knew what that meant. The end of my life as a mother and the beginnings of cronehood. Plus, the wild changes in thermostat; the food cravings; the night sweats; the sudden attacks of exhaustion; and now the terrible nightmares and attacks of sleep paralysis. At least the blood was over, I’d thought. Or, at least, I’d assumed until now.


‘Jesus, Bernie.’ He made a face. ‘The bed looks like a crime scene. I’ll have to get a shower.’


Martin showers twice a day, sometimes for twenty minutes or more. He says it helps him to relax. But he’s a very tense person. He grabbed his clothes and vanished, leaving me to strip the bed. The blood had soaked all the way through the sheet and deep into the mattress, leaving a stain shaped like a semi-colon.


That’s never going to come out, I thought. No point even trying. No amount of scrubbing or bleach would bring it back to its virgin state.


Fuck!


I’ll just turn over the mattress. Martin will never notice. Martin never makes the beds. It’s part of our arrangement. I take care of the garden, the house; Martin, the garage and the car. I decide what meals we eat; he keeps hold of the TV remote. I make the beds; I change the sheets, and sometimes, in an emergency, I turn the mattress over.


Slut, came a voice from the back of my mind. The voice of my inner critic. Some women have inner goddesses: I have my inner critic instead, who sounds something like my mother. Good girls don’t do that, she said. Only sluts cut corners. Odd, how promiscuity in women is linked with untidiness in the home; as if a woman who enjoys sex must also dislike vacuuming. As a matter of fact, I enjoy neither. Both are household chores, designed to keep the home in order. Not that Martin is especially demanding in that respect. As long as the floors are clean, he doesn’t seem to care much about the sex part. I used to think he might be having an affair. But now I don’t believe he is. He’s just the kind of man who finds it really, really hard to relax.


I remember what it was like when we first met as teenagers. We really believed we were different then. We wanted to share everything. Kissing him for the first time felt like looking into his soul. Everything we did had meaning. Song lyrics existed for us alone. In films, we were the heroes. We fantasized about growing old together; chose the names of our children. We wanted to disappear into each other, like Salmacis and Hermaphroditus. But it’s really all just hormones, you know. That joyous surge. The power. The blood. Love is a complex cocktail of dopamine and oxytocin, released by the hypothalamus via the pituitary gland. That’s where the magic comes from. That’s how Nature’s trickery works.


Nowadays, my dopamine comes from checking my social media. A medical website I often visit says: Social media mimics human connection, releasing dopamine when we get likes and comments. Perhaps that’s true. It’s the first thing I do – at least, it is on normal days. On normal days, it starts before I even get out of bed. I turn on my phone and go online to find out what my friends have been doing. Of course, I know they’re not really my friends. But the chemicals in my brain react to their images anyway.


In the bathroom, I could hear Martin moving around, slamming the shower cubicle door. I waited for him to finish, then showered (he had taken most of the hot water) and looked around for tampons. I managed to find a couple of packets of Maxi Pads at the back of the laundry cupboard, but was alarmed to see how fast the first one soaked through. I caught a glimpse of myself in the bathroom mirror as I fixed it on, and turned away with a shudder. Who the hell wants a mirror in their bathroom, anyway?


By now, it was nearly seven o’clock. Too late for me to go back to bed. I don’t sleep very well nowadays and, of course, I work on a Saturday. Martin had gone to the guest room to finish his Saturday sleep-in. I always keep the bed made up there, just in case Dante comes home. I put the bed sheets in the wash, made tea, did my pelvic-floor exercises, then went online and googled bleeding, cross-referenced with menopause.


Look for menopause, and you’ll find roughly eighty million hits, including medical websites, blogs, articles, research papers and a website called My Big Fat Menopause, run by an (unfeasibly slim and pretty) American influencer called DeeDee LaDouce, featuring mostly what she calls Life Hacks, as well as pictures of herself in a number of dream locations, alongside a series of affirmations designed to help women live their best lives.


On the subject of bleeding, DeeDee says: Hey, goddesses! Remember to top up on iron for those days when the cardinal drops in unannounced! And, good news, there’s as much iron in a square of dark chocolate as in a plateful of spinach!


The medical website puts it rather more soberly: Women may experience an increase in the amount and duration of bleeding episodes, which may occur at various times throughout the menopausal transition. These dramatic changes can be disconcerting and often provoke questions about whether something is wrong.


No shit. Thanks to Google, I know all about what my mother (never at a loss for a phrase) rather ominously calls The Change. Not that she ever discussed it with me, just as she never really prepared me for menstruation. Instead, I learnt about it at school, in Biology, with Mrs Harding. She told us very little about the symptoms of menstruation – the pain, the mood swings, the hormones – but kept our attention focused on the purpose of this physical change: a purpose that expresses itself every twenty-eight days, in blood.


Every month, until menopause, your body prepares for pregnancy.


That made me think of the guest room at home, made up every week in case someone happened to stay over. No one did. During the whole of my childhood, it was only used a handful of times. And yet my mother kept changing the sheets; airing the room; preparing it for an occupant. Otherwise, why have a guest room at all? My body is like that, I told myself; preparing for pregnancy every month, only to find that the guest room is once more unoccupied, with nothing but more blood to clean up.


Of course, when I had Dante, that changed. The guest room suddenly came into its own. The plans we had made, Martin and I – to go to university together, Martin to study Marketing, me to study English – were suddenly, brutally overturned. Instead, we got married at eighteen, and I cared for our son at my parents’ house, while Martin went to Leeds alone, pursuing his ambitions. And, in spite of my disgrace, and my mother’s disappointment, the guest room was finally occupied. At last it had a purpose. My mother had always wanted a son. My son would be payment for the shame that I had brought on her. And she made it clear that my mothering skills were far below her own standards.


‘You coddle him too much,’ she’d say. ‘You’ll make him into a sissy.’ And so she mothered him instead – and saw to his meals, and his nap times, and shortened his ridiculous name – so that by the time we left Malbry, he was already three years old, and, at the prospect of leaving her, cried all the way down the M1.


Now, Dante’s old room has assumed the role of guest bedroom in our house. The last time Dante used it was three years ago, at Christmas. Since then, I’ve changed the bed every week; aired the sheets; brought flowers. I suppose that’s what being a mother is. Most of that effort is wasted.


But no one told me this at thirteen. Mrs Harding made it sound as if we were training for the Olympics. You are becoming young women, she said. That means preparing for pregnancy.


I wondered what a woman became once she reached the menopause. Whatever it was, Mrs Harding didn’t seem to find it worth talking about. Menopause is the end of life: the end of a woman’s fertility. And when I had my first period, at the end of that dreadful Sports Day, it came with the sick realization that this would happen every month, for years and years, until I was old –


Of course, I don’t feel old inside. Inside, I don’t feel nearly fifty. Although DeeDee LaDouce makes fifty sound like the entrance to an amusement park, filled with great sex, cashmere throws, winter cruises down the Nile and luxury loungewear in pastel shades that never need dry-cleaning, inside, I’m still that eleven-year-old who never wanted to grow up.


I made some coffee and checked my phone. I do like social media. Like the Lady of Shalott, watching the world through her mirror, it often seems safer than real life. And online, I can watch those I love without being too conspicuous.


First comes Martin’s Facebook. In it, he is intelligent, funny and approachable. Of course, he can be those things in real life. But online he seems more relaxed, more friendly, funnier, more familiar. Facebook is like a person’s front room, tidied and cleared for visitors. There’s no place for anger here, or rudeness, or indifference. Here, there’s always something new: a joke, a conversation. Here, there are stories, and pictures of cats, and greetings from around the world. Here, he is always charming; always attentive and present. Like DeeDee, Martin’s online self is airbrushed, and upbeat, and smiling.


I checked his private messages. He has no idea that I do this, just as he would never think to check for blood under the mattress. And, to be fair, I seldom see anything to concern me. But I still look from time to time, just for reassurance. His password is DreamgirlKatie. This too, he thinks is private.


No private messages today. A note to Dan about Easter. A debate between two of his colleagues. A political cartoon. A funny cat meme. A selfie, showing him at work, with one of his more famous authors. Nothing suspicious. Nothing strange. There was, however, this invitation from his friend, Lucas Hemsworth:


30-year sixth form reunion! Pog Hill, class of ’92! June 4th, 7.30, at Pog Hill Sixth Form College, Malbry. Nineties music, cocktails and more!


Martin has already accepted the invitation. Nothing strange there – Lucas and Martin have always been close. Nineteen other people have already said they will attend. Linda Kite and Lorelei Jones, and some other names I recognize. Lucas, of course, and Katie. Katie Hemsworth, as she is now. I wonder what it would be like to see them again; what might have changed. I wonder if they remember me with scorn or with affection. I wonder if going back to Pog Hill would awaken the ghosts, or put them to rest. I wonder what I ought to wear.


Someone has posted some photographs. Pog Hill, Class of ’92. Most of them were taken the night of the party we called the Pog Hill Prom. Here’s Martin, looking impossibly young, and Lucas, and Katie, and the band. I do not feature in these, of course. I kept out of the spotlight. But there is one shot of me. It isn’t a flattering picture. I think it must have been taken near the end of the evening. My hair is lank, my posture poor, and yet, I realize – too late – that this was the time at which I was at my most attractive. What a sad age is seventeen. So filled with self-hate and uncertainty. Desperately wishing for firmer breasts, better legs, a total absence of body hair. So grateful to be loved by him that you would have done anything. Sex is less of a pleasure and more of an affirmation. This is what it feels to have power. To provoke this kind of reaction. I wonder what it feels like now, to still have that power. I wonder if Katie Malkin ever understood what she had.


I made some more coffee and drank it while checking Dante’s Instagram, which is mostly pictures of food. From this, I know that Dante enjoys Tex-Mex, and pizza, and fried things with cheese. I see that yesterday he was at a cocktail bar with friends. I didn’t recognize any of them, but I thought my son looked happy.


DeeDee LaDouce says this about dealing with feelings of menopausal sadness. Hey, gorgeous goddesses! Got the blues? Did you know exercise releases almost the same feel-good chemicals as sex? So try a walk in the park today! Or stay in bed with your special person and beat the blues the old-fashioned way!


Oh, DeeDee. Not an option. And after that dream, the thought of the park fills me with apprehension. The damp ground. The scent of leaves long-dead. The sound of traffic, baffled by leaves. Some dreams are so very specific that they cling to the waking consciousness. Last night’s dream was like that, I thought; a slice of discarded memory.


I opened Twitter. That’s where I find all my news. Martin still buys paper newspapers. But Twitter is enough for me; and I tend to graze there accordingly. On there I am @theberniemoon, and I tend not to interact very much, except as my work persona, @KafkaTheBookshopCat. Salena, my boss, co-runs that account, so I tend not to use it from home. I looked down at the trending topics. One headline instantly caught my eye, marked in my settings as Local News. Finchley Mother-of-Two Found Dead After Jogging in Park. On a different day, I might have scrolled right past. I don’t go online to bask in bad news, and there’s already so much of that. But this time I clicked, for two reasons. First, I live two streets away from the park where she was murdered. The second was, I recognized her. I’d sold her a book less than two weeks ago.


I felt the approach of a hot flash, gathering under my armpits. I shouldn’t drink coffee, I told myself. But, dammit, I like coffee. And today, I need the energy that my caffeine fix delivers.


I clicked on the photo. Yes, that was her. Jo Perry. Thirty. Mousy-blonde hair, rather closer to pretty than plain. Looking a little tired that day, in a denim jumpsuit and platform shoes. She’d asked for something escapist. Something by a woman. I suggested The Hundred Thousand Kingdoms by N. K. Jemisin. She came back the following week to buy the rest of the trilogy. That was the Tuesday before she died. I told myself that if I’d known, I’d have picked something shorter.


The hot flash swept over my face, leaving beads of sweat that rolled into the creases of my neck. I hadn’t even put make-up on, and already I felt disgusting. Not that I usually bother with trying to use make-up much. My mother thought it was slutty, and the last time I tried a lipstick that wasn’t my usual pale pink, Martin said I looked like a clown. Now, I don’t even need to try. Nobody sees me anymore.


I scrolled through the piece. It was very brief. Jo had been to a Pilates class at seven o’clock at her local gym. She had decided to take a run around the park before heading home. She never arrived. At 6 a.m., a jogger discovered her body. Jo had been wearing leggings in a jaunty raspberry-pink, and a grey sweatshirt with the slogan: Feminist Killjoy.


I wonder if that was what caught his eye. A joke by day, perhaps, it acquires a sinister meaning by night.


Woman Found Dead After Jogging implies that jogging itself is dangerous. Women – or so we are led to believe – are not murdered for nothing.


I seldom read the comments, but this time I couldn’t stop myself.


@goonr1966: Shouldn’t of been out at night.


@runninghilda1975: I always run with a buddy. It’s common sense.


@whitey2947: Why was she wearing that sweatshirt? She must have known it would piss people off


You forget, though, @whitey2947: Jo Perry is the victim. The man who stole her life is to blame. Murder is not an accident. Ready access to victims doesn’t make an innocent man any more likely to commit a crime. And yet, some of these comments seem to suggest a world in which the reverse is true: a world in which women are fair game, like money left lying on the ground. Loose women, like loose change, awaiting some man to pick them up.


I can almost see him now. One of those middle-aged white men who run to fat in their forties. Joggers, vest and running shoes – gear that can confer a kind of invisibility to a man alone, in the evening. He smells of sweat and Lynx body spray. His face is hidden in shadow. He steps directly into her path, forcing her to move aside. And I can almost hear his voice, raised as the woman turns away.


Don’t you dare ignore me, bitch!


The hot flash has now become a shower of sparks across my skin. They prickle there like electrodes, delivering an intermittent current. I should drink a glass of water, I think. That often tempers the worst of it. But I am unable to move, or to react to the surge of sensations.


Don’t you dare ignore me!


Funny, how dreams can seem so real that they are almost memories. This one is like that. The scent of damp earth; the lights from the street; the comforting sound of the music that comes to her through her earphones. Ignore him. He’s a creep, she thinks. Ignore him, just keep running. To Jo, the situation feels at the same time mundane and deeply surreal. The stranger in his joggers. The song, from a playlist she made up last week, mostly nineties electronica, with a cheery smattering of hip-hop. And besides, who dies to a soundtrack like that? Who dies running a stupid 3K?


The comments on the little screen kept scrolling in time to the memory.


@whitey2947: It’s tragic, but why was she out there at night?


@radfem_Bonnie95: She was only running.


@jimfromthegym69: not fast enough, apparently


@radfem_Bonnie95: not funny, asshole


@jimfromthegym69: relax, can’t you take a joke?


@theberniemoon: She’s a woman, not a punchline.


@jimfromthegym69: if you can’t see the difference between a joke and murder then you’re the one with the problem, babe


@theberniemoon:


It feels like a hot flash, but now I’m beginning to understand what it really is. There’s something about a woman’s rage that feels very old, very primal. A man’s rage may be more physical, but a woman’s rage is born from centuries of violence. It calls across cultures. It calls across race. It is old, and hungry, and dark, and does not know its power. Yet. But wielded correctly, it can reduce men to snivelling little boys. I know. I’ve seen it. A long time ago, but somehow it feels like yesterday. And it feels somehow terribly dangerous, like a bomb that has been hidden in the foundations of a house since some forgotten, unspeakable war, unearthed now by accident, all rusted and ominous and filled with horrific potential …


Jo, a primary school teacher, leaves a grieving husband of nine years, David, and two young children, Maddy and Sam.


Pictures in a haunted house. Reflections in a laptop screen. The flash of something glimpsed from afar, at night, in a rear-view mirror. The scent of dead leaves; the traffic sounds. A siren in the distance. The memory of how it felt, now crammed into a box on a shelf, along with all the others.


There.


He choked her from behind. I know. It doesn’t take long, if you know the technique. In any case, Jo Perry was unconscious in thirty seconds. He kept the hold for five minutes more, just to be certain. And it felt good, lying on top of her on the grass, face pressed hungrily into her hair.


I don’t know how I know these things, but I know them as surely as if I’d been there. Just as I know that this morning’s dream – and the blood – wasn’t just a coincidence. Just as I know that Jo Perry was going to make pizza on the night she was killed. Just as I know that her children’s names are Maddy and Sam. And just as I know that the last thing she heard as she slipped into the dark was Neneh Cherry, and ‘Manchild’.
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Saturday, March 26th


Instincts gained in childhood never completely disappear. That way of flinching at certain sounds, certain familiar gestures. The ominous, sinking feeling of dread when you feel you’ve done something shameful. The desire to fill the inner void with something – food, social media, love – anything to try and appease the swirling vortex of emptiness. The inner critic, with its more-than-familiar roundelay of complaints, reproaches and warnings:


Bad girl! Bad girl! You promised you’d never do that again!


The thought comes accompanied by a scent of dead leaves, wet grass and petrichor, and something else, unexpectedly sweet. The smell of synthetic strawberry.


Abracadabra!


No, not again. You said you’d never do that again. His arms. The cuts all down his arms. Never again. Never again.


Martin was still in bed when I left. I’d been considering phoning in sick. I was feeling sore and washed out, and I had the start of a headache. On top of that, the murder of a young woman half a mile from my door – on top of that strangely specific dream – had left me feeling shaken and strange. But Saturdays are busy at Salena’s Books, and however bad I felt, I couldn’t leave her to cope alone.


Salena is not quite a friend, but she is maybe the person I talk to most. She’s thirty, lives with her parents, and runs the bookshop on their behalf. I suppose that, technically, makes her my boss, although it doesn’t feel that way. Maybe it’s because she’s so young – about the same age as Dante. Martin thinks the business is financially unsustainable, but then, his branch of publishing is built on a different model. LifeStory Press is quick to point out that it is not a vanity publisher, but authors pay between five and ten thousand pounds for the LifeStory package, which advertises regularly in Saga Magazine and The Oldie, and mostly publishes memoirs and illustrated children’s books. Salena does not stock their books. This does not play well with Martin. And yet, I do enjoy my job. It’s close to the house – twenty minutes on foot – and it gives me the chance to meet people. So I took two paracetamol and set out at a quarter to nine, hoping the fresh air would clear my head and banish the lingering after-effects of this morning’s unpleasant start.


Wrong. I was barely halfway there when the hot flash hit me. Of course, I should have known it would. I shouldn’t have skipped breakfast. I was passing the gates of the park where she died – gates which are locked today, and tied with the black-and-yellow tape that marks it out as a crime scene. Perhaps that’s what triggered the hot flash. But suddenly I felt terrible; weak, and shaky, almost in tears, pulse racing, close to exhaustion.


His arms. The cuts on his arms.


The smell of synthetic strawberry was suddenly overwhelming. No, not just the scent, the taste. Fasting induces a catabolic state, as it starts to use up the energy stored in the body’s fat cells. But flavour is stored in those cells too, releasing the experience of things you tasted a long time ago. Today, the taste of something I hadn’t eaten since I was a child suddenly overwhelmed me.


Abracadabra. She chose strawberry!


This isn’t happening, I thought. It’s just that I didn’t have breakfast. Blood sugar can fluctuate wildly during menopause. DeeDee LaDouce recommends low-carb meals regularly throughout the day. A handful of edamame beans, or maybe a courgette brownie.


There was a café across the street. Its name was Priscilla’s Pantry. I crossed and went to the counter, and looked at the display of pastries. None of them looked like the kind of thing DeeDee LaDouce would recommend.


Be careful. You’ll get fat, said the voice of my inner critic.


Whose voice is that, anyway? I’ve heard it ever since I was a child; that spiteful voice, that tells me that I’m too ugly, too lazy, too fat – but too fat for what? Too fat to be loved? Too fat for my space? Too fat to deserve attention? Or was it the other way around? Was I afraid of being accused of somehow attracting attention, of stealing the spotlight away from those who might be more deserving?


There was a man in front of me, lingering over his choice of cake. A big man in a sleeveless shirt, occupying his chosen space with the comfortable conviction of someone who has never been told that a piece of cake must be earned, rather than just enjoyed. He didn’t notice me, or seem concerned that I was waiting. I’m used to this, of course. I watched him linger between a slice of coffee cake and a doughnut. Eventually, he ordered both, along with a caramel latte. The pink-haired girl at the counter served him, while, behind her, a girl in a hijab operated the coffee machine. There came the sound of rushing steam, and the smell of fresh-ground coffee. I found myself craving a latte, but dismissed the thought regretfully.


The pink-haired girl smiled at the man and said; ‘Hungry this morning, love? Good for you!’ as if she were speaking to a child. It occurred to me then how often men – like children – are praised for doing everyday things. Doing the washing-up. Minding the kids. Choosing to eat a piece of cake. I doubt the girl would have said the same if I had done the same thing. I might even have got a raised eyebrow: I’ve put on half a stone since Christmas.


My Big Fat Menopause has this to say about weight gain: I know it’s hard to admit to yourself that you’ll never fit back into those size 8 jeans. But hey! You gorgeous goddesses! You’re beautiful, whatever your size! Flaunt your curves! Embrace your sensuality! Your man certainly will!


I sense that DeeDee LaDouce does not have much experience of weight gain. If size 8 jeans are her problem, then she doesn’t have much of a problem at all. And how exhausting she must be to her friends. All those exclamations. All those cups of herbal tea and pomegranate salads. All that lounging by the pool. All that sex and yoga.


I finally ordered breakfast tea and a skinny muffin. The hot flash was thankfully over by then, although my shirt was glued to my skin. I could feel sweat pooling in the hollow of my back. I hadn’t even made it to work and already I needed a shower.


‘Eat in or take out?’


‘In, please.’


The girl rang up my purchases with a thin, professional smile. Maybe twenty-two; sullen mouth; a piercing in one eyebrow. A name tag on her uniform gave her name as IRIS. For a second, our fingers touched as she handed me the change, and I felt a sudden electrical charge, like those people who claim to pick up radio signals through their teeth. For a second, I saw myself, as if reflected in window glass: sour-faced, unfriendly, old.


Another one who can’t give a shit. Too busy even to say hello.


For a moment, I thought she had spoken aloud. ‘What did you say?’


‘Nothing.’ But I thought she sounded uncertain. For a moment, her gaze held mine: troubled, no longer indifferent. I wondered if all women were torn between feeling invisible and feeling horribly exposed; as if the gaze of the world were a lens that could burn you up as easily as blur you out of existence. I felt a sudden, poignant sympathy for her: underpaid, discontented, unnoticed , and, like most women of her age, unaware of her beauty.


I smiled and said impulsively; ‘Iris, I love your hair.’


Again, that look of uncertainty. But this time her smile was genuine. ‘Thank you! I thought I’d treat myself.’


‘You did right. It suits you.’


I took my muffin and tea to an armchair by the window. I brushed past the man with two cakes as I passed, sitting facing the counter. I could see the back of his head, the gym muscles in his fleshy arms revealed by his sleeveless sports shirt. Being next to Iris had felt like suddenly seeing a light come on in a stranger’s house, and hearing their conversation. Now it was gone. What had it been? Brain fog? Sugar imbalance? Or worse?


You read her mind, Bernie.


I didn’t. It was an accident.


You know where this leads. Remember? Remember his house. The basement. Remember the way he used to flinch whenever you came near him. Remember the state of the house, the walls. And the cuts. The cuts on his arms.


The medical website has this to say about hormonal changes in menopause: Hormone imbalances cause many women to overreact to things that never used to trouble them. Beyond the physical changes you may be going through at this time, you may also be dealing with empty-nest syndrome, ageing parents, grief issues, infidelity, or generally looking back on your life.


My Big Fat Menopause says this: Hey, you gorgeous goddesses! Hot flashes and stress getting you down? Try to think of it this way instead: You’re in for a craaaazy Hot Girl Summer!


Both DeeDee and the medical site then go on in their different ways to advise women to lose weight, to eat more seeds, to load up on antioxidants, to take the stairs whenever they can, to de-clutter the house, to consider antidepressants, and to make sure to make some time for themselves, whether that’s sitting down with a good book, having a relaxing bath, or taking up a new hobby. It also makes sure to mention making an effort for your partner, and writing things down to avoid forgetting them. Nowhere on either website, however, does it tell women how to tell whether or not they’ve developed mind-reading skills. Hormones aren’t meant to work that way. Hormones are at the same time something that changes everything, and something of a joke, just as hormonal women are a joke; over-dramatic; untrustworthy.


I bit into my muffin. It was dry and unpleasant. I should have had the doughnut, I thought. If I’m going to have extra calories, they might as well be good ones. I could see the doughnut man eating his. It looked delicious. I could almost taste the cream; the sweetness of the strawberry jam against the softness of the dough.


Good girls don’t eat doughnuts, my inner critic reminded me. As if I needed reminding. I had a sudden image of myself eating the doughnut, nevertheless; living my best life; flaunting my curves; not caring what anybody thought. Visible women flaunt their curves. Invisible ones steal your doughnut.
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