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All creatures great and small


A TOXIC PLUME OF ESTÉE LAUDER YOUTH DEW SEEPED LIKE mustard gas through the cracks around the bedroom door. Martin’s handkerchief was no match for the concoction of rose, lavender and earthy moss. He was mid-sneeze when his mother emerged wearing a dead fox around her neck, identification made easier by the fact that the creature’s head, feet and tail were still attached. Martin had learned to expect the unexpected where his mother was concerned and simply blew his nose. Only the cat seemed surprised, unsure whether to snuggle up to the moth-eaten carcass or claw it to pieces.


‘He is rather spectacular, isn’t he?’ Edwina flicked the stole’s brush tail over her shoulder while admiring herself in the gilt mirror by the front door.


Martin raised a sceptical eyebrow. ‘Don’t you think it’s a little macabre?’ The fox’s glassy eyes followed him. ‘Nobody wears real fur in public anymore. Especially not to a funeral.’


‘Cynthia loved animals.’


‘Live ones, surely?’


His mother looked him up and down. Here it came. Black pawn takes White pawn.


‘No wonder you’re still a bachelor if that’s the way you dress, Martin. That Oxford don get-up might have been ironically fetching fifty years ago, but you’ll never find a wife wearing tweed.’


Edwina was relentless in her quest to see him married off before she died, as though his bachelorhood was the final clue in a tricky crossword. Martin was cautiously optimistic that things were about to change on the romantic front. It was early days; so early that the object of his affections was still unaware. He certainly hadn’t mentioned the delectable Mary Blake to his mother yet. Edwina was over ninety and the excitement might prove fatal.


When Martin, the university’s expert on Egyptian ceramics, had been overlooked for promotion yet again, he’d announced his retirement in a fit of pique. He’d soon regretted his hasty decision when it was made known that none other than Professor Mary Blake had been appointed as head of archaeology. The selection panel had chosen her over Martin on the basis of her public profile, her vision for the future of the department, and on a glowing reference from Dominic Smythe, the university’s vice chancellor. Martin had always admired her work – had always admired her – and when he’d finally met Mary in person at his own retirement party, he’d been charmed into a more gracious defeat. Not to mention instantly smitten.


‘How are you getting to the church?’ Martin asked his mother, glancing at his wristwatch.


She seemed surprised by the question. ‘You’re taking me.’


Martin’s stomach swooped. ‘Me? Oh no, no,’ he stumbled. ‘Can’t one of your friends give you a lift?’


‘Cynthia was the only one of us still driving.’


She gave him a pointed look, reminding him of his part in the conspiracy to have her stripped of her driving licence.


‘How about a taxi? I’ll pay.’


‘You expect me to get a taxi to my best friend’s funeral?’


‘I can call that fancy limousine company,’ he said quickly. He knew how to play her.


‘Shirley Temple wouldn’t take kindly to being driven by a stranger.’


‘You’re taking the cat to a funeral?’


‘Of course. She and Cynthia simply adored each other. It’s only proper that Shirley pays her respects.’ Hearing her name, the cat looked up from where she’d been sitting on a Victorian brocade cushion licking her private parts.


‘Remember to bring money for the collection,’ said Edwina, already halfway out the door.


Realising he was beaten, Martin fetched his wallet. Predictably, the task of manhandling the hissing, clawing Shirley Temple into the carrier fell on Martin and his trusty gardening gloves. Her yowls of protest continued all the way to the church.


‘Did I know Cynthia?’ he asked as they turned into Church Lane. ‘The name doesn’t ring a bell.’


‘Cynthia from Bend and Sip.’


That Cynthia. He remembered now. His mother had become friendly with a group she’d met at hydrotherapy after her hip operation. The women had bonded over their joint replacements and had begun meeting regularly to compare progress. They were a competitive bunch, both in terms of their rehabilitation goals and the number of martinis they could put away at each gathering. They’d dubbed themselves the Bend and Sip ladies and stayed in touch long after they’d stopped bending. Cynthia had always been more sip than bend.


‘She was so fond of you, Martin.’


‘She used to call me David.’


‘She always sent you a birthday card.’


‘And she always addressed it Dear David.’


Edwina tutted and traced the arc of each pencilled brow in her compact, signifying the end of the argument. Martin wondered what his mother saw when she stared back at her reflection. She’d always been a glamorous woman, and never, ever underdressed. With the fox around her neck and her earlobes drooping under the weight of a pair of giant earrings, she looked like something out of National Geographic.


The church carpark was already full when they arrived.


‘There’s a space,’ said Edwina pointing to a vacant spot.


‘We can’t park there. There’s a Reserved sign.’


‘It must be reserved for me.’


There was no time to argue. He’d drop Edwina and Shirley at the door then, if he timed it right and parked sufficiently far away, miss the entire service. His mother refused his arm.


‘I’m not an invalid, Martin.’


He hadn’t noticed her shoes until now. Watching her totter up the stone steps, he understood why they were called killer heels. An usher, one of Cynthia’s red-headed progenies, rushed to Edwina’s side. She smiled and took the young man’s arm, leaving Martin holding the pet carrier.


‘What’s in there?’ Another towering Celt, who looked more bouncer than usher, pointed to the grey plastic cage.


‘A cat.’ Spotting an opportunity to escape, Martin turned to leave. ‘Don’t worry. No animals allowed inside. I understand. No hard feelings.’


‘Take the cat to the front,’ the Celt instructed, pushing Martin forward.


‘She’s all yours.’ Martin tried to hand over the pet carrier, but at that moment the hearse arrived. Now Martin realised why the reserved sign had been placed outside as the hearse tried to manoeuvre around his mother’s car.


‘Whose car is that?’ somebody called out.


Martin shrugged in innocence. The decrepit vehicle conveniently belonged to his mother and, even though she was no longer allowed to drive, it remained a symbol of the independence Edwina refused to let go.


The hearse finally came to a stop behind the parked car. Six men in black suits got out.


‘I’ll move out of the way,’ Martin said, edging toward the steps and the chance of freedom.


But a hand gripped his shoulder. ‘Wait a sec. You can go in afterward.’


‘I really should leave. I didn’t know Cynthia, so it wouldn’t be appropriate for me to attend her funeral.’


Or any funeral, ever.


‘I said, wait.’


The usher pinned Martin against the heavy gothic door while the pallbearers lifted the coffin out of the hearse. They marched Cynthia up the steps with a haste that suggested they had another gig straight afterward.


Meanwhile, Martin’s lungs constricted until there was no room left for a breath. His bladder joined in and threatened to expel the single cup of tea he’d drunk that morning. His body remembered a long-buried memory and, unable to choose between fight or flight, settled on freeze. Martin watched the coffin pass, so close that he could have reached out and touched its shiny mahogany lid.


‘Off you go,’ said the usher when the pallbearers had passed.


‘I’ve changed my mind,’ Martin tried to say but there wasn’t enough air to project the words. A firm pat between the shoulder blades forced them out as a wheeze.


Shirley Temple began to meow her indignation once again. With the only exit blocked by Cynthia’s ten-foot-tall grandson, Martin joined the procession behind the coffin. Head down, he tried to fall into step with the twelve shiny black shoes ahead, but his arms and legs had forgotten which was left and which was right. They refused to take turns. No wonder he’d been thrown out of cadets at school.


His mother was sitting near the front of the congregation.


‘Over here, Martin,’ she stage-whispered at the very moment the organ fell silent. The minister stood expectantly at the pulpit, his beatific smile holding firm while the meowing cat was passed along the pew to Edwina. Martin hid in the wings behind a pillar. Resting his forehead against the cool stone, he tried to compose himself.


The minister welcomed everyone to celebrate the life of Cynthia Louisa Preston. Several mourners were already shedding tears, passing pocket-packs of tissues between them. Edwina sat dry-eyed and attentive.


‘As we all know, Cynthia was an animal lover,’ the minister said into the microphone, ‘and I can’t think of a more fitting way to begin our service than with the wonderful hymn, “All Things Bright and Beautiful”.’


By the time the organ played the first chord, it was already too late. The thump of the familiar notes that followed unleashed such a harrowing memory that Martin forgot how to breathe, the very thing he’d been doing since he was seconds old. He sucked and blew; sucked and blew. This was it; he was going to die. At a funeral too. It was actually quite funny, and he imagined his friend Andrew having a good laugh as he delivered Martin’s eulogy.


One or two braver members of the congregation sang the first line of the hymn.


All things bright and beautiful.


The others hesitated, waiting to see what everyone else would do.


All creatures great and small.


Something swooped overhead. Martin ducked in time to see a large grey bird land on the lectern beside the minister. A parrot of some kind. The bird flapped its wings and squawked, raising a chuckle from two young children standing nearby.


All things wise and wonderful,


The Lord God made them all.


A small white dog began to yap. This excited a large retriever that had been dozing on the cool tiles beneath a neighbouring pew. Not wanting to be left out, Shirley Temple added her unmistakable yowling meow. At the pulpit, the young minister tried to keep in time. And in tune. Martin couldn’t believe his ears. He’d heard more melodious dental drills. Was the minister even singing the same hymn?


Then, above the cacophony, a single voice soared. A perfect soprano. The sweet, crisp notes filled the old church. A most glorious sound. A ray of sunlight burst through what looked like a hole in the stained-glass window above the altar, setting Cynthia Louisa Preston aglow. Martin took a breath and hurled it at his vocal cords. To his surprise, it came out as a B, then an A, then a D. He sang a line, then a verse.


Each little flower that opens.


Another breath. In and out.


Each little bird that sings.


In that moment it was only him and the woman he couldn’t see, tenor and soprano.


The purple-headed mountain …


The cold wind in the winter …


The tall trees in the greenwood …


He gave us eyes to see them …


At the end of each verse, the rest of the congregation joined in the familiar refrain. The minister flicked through the order of service, then glanced at his watch. Martin started to believe he might survive this ordeal after all. As long as he could sing, he could breathe. If he kept singing, he could endure this purgatory.


Martin waited for the organ’s echo to fade to silence before turning to look for the woman who’d spared him from public humiliation. Who was the mysterious soprano? How would he recognise her in the sea of faces? He was exhausted from the effort of not dying in public and yet the hymn had left him strangely exhilarated. He’d been surprised at how good his voice sounded, too, considering his lack of practice. So why did he feel so guilty in the aftermath? How could something as harmless as singing a hymn have evoked such a visceral reaction? He’d missed singing out loud, for years resisting the urge to hum along to the radio or croon in the shower. He’d done so well, too, until today’s slip-up. Once was enough. A single hymn was all it had taken to resurrect the memories he thought he’d laid to rest. He’d been right. This had been a mistake. He never should have agreed to come in the first place.


When the service ended, the congregation dispersed and once again Martin was left holding the yowling cat. Her protests continued until they were outside in the fresh air once more, and Edwina had donated fifty of Martin’s dollars to Cynthia’s favourite pet rescue charity.
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The war on weeds


BY SEVEN O’CLOCK, GRACE CAVENDISH HAD MADE HERSELF breakfast, unloaded the dishwasher and cleaned the benchtops. Barely twenty minutes later, she’d showered and dressed, made her bed and put on a load of washing. By eight, she’d swept and mopped the kitchen tiles, vacuumed the living room carpet and re-filled the birdbath. Only another eleven hours to fill before bedtime. Perhaps this was why older people slowed down: to stretch out what little they had to do to fill their days. Not Grace. It was important to keep busy, she maintained. It wasn’t called the human race for nothing. To slow down even a little was to risk grinding to a halt altogether. The house was immaculate, with everything in its place. If only her thoughts were as easy to organise.


With a fresh cup of tea, Grace sat down with her diary. It was one of those slim week-to-a-page versions, and served as a reminder that she had no social life. Sometimes she wished she had an ailment, something that required regular trips to the doctor. Nothing too serious or life-threatening, more an excuse to talk to other people. She wouldn’t mind a trip to the dentist now and then. But apparently, she was too healthy, her teeth too pristine. Even her lovely optometrist had pleaded with her not to return for twelve months. The next entry in her diary wasn’t until Wednesday 26th.


11 am. All Souls.


Whose turn was it on Wednesday? The name would be there, in the notices section of The Chronicle. Unfortunately, her copy had been tossed from a speeding bicycle and as usual landed nowhere near its target. After a fingertip search of the front garden, she discovered it wedged in the lilly-pilly hedge. Luckily, it was still readable. Turning straight to the Death Notices, her finger traced the individual tales of tragedy and loss until she reached the bottom of the second column.


Sheila Rosemary Webb. Beloved sister, aunt, great-aunt, grand-great-aunt, and friend to many.


Grace tried to picture Sheila while she finished dusting. She was using the brightly coloured microfibre cloths her daughter had insisted were better for the environment.


‘You don’t need furniture polish, Mum. You can throw out all those nasty, toxic chemicals,’ she’d said.


So Mr Sheen had flown on a one-way ticket to the recycling bin. Melody was right, of course. Such a wise head for such young shoulders.


Grace ran the cloth over the photo frames on the mantlepiece, stroking away the non-existent dust on her daughter’s faces. Here was a whole gallery of happy smiles from that first wrinkled grimace, taken moments after she was born, through to the young woman in a velvet evening gown centre stage in her first solo performance at the Opera House. The next thing Grace knew, her cheeks were tight and salty. She mopped her tears with the microfibre cloth.


With nothing in the diary for today, and with the scalloped fair-weather clouds offering a reprieve from last night’s rain, Grace decided it was the perfect day to tackle the pesky vine that was smothering a family of she-oaks in the reserve. The path through the reserve was a popular shortcut to Parklea Primary School where she’d been both a teacher and a parent. With petticoats of green ferns, red bottlebrush flowers heavy with butterflies, and spotted gum bark that cracked and peeled like sunburn in spring, this overlooked square of bushland was a haven for wildlife. Melody used to love spotting the tiny birds that fluttered in and out of the tree canopy and could identify each species by their distinctive calls. Sadly, despite numerous letters and phone calls to the local council, years of neglect had turned Grace and Melody’s special place into a tangled jungle, choked with weeds. The litter was piling up too with chip packets, chocolate wrappers and soft drink bottles half hidden in the overgrown undergrowth. There was even a garish party balloon impaled on a branch. On one of the tracks that branched from the main footpath, some local kids had piled up the earth to make a bike ramp. While it was good to see children playing outdoors in the fresh air for a change, she was sad to see her little piece of paradise carved up like an open-cast mine.


Grace arranged her things next to a particularly neglected area and set to work. Few people would derive as much pleasure in collecting litter as she did. Most people walked past, oblivious. Melody couldn’t have been more than seven or eight when she’d read that a single plastic item could take up to one thousand years to degrade in landfill.


‘Plastic never disappears completely, Mum,’ she’d said one night while lying awake. ‘It only breaks down into tiny pieces that stay around forever.’ She’d fallen silent then, tiny creases remaining in her forehead. What followed broke Grace’s heart. ‘Why can’t humans live forever?’


Grace doubled down on her rubbish foraging, not willing to risk losing herself in that memory. Not in public. The biodegradable bin bag was soon full. Her haul included half-a-dozen discarded vapes in assorted colours and flavours, three chewed tennis balls, and a round of mouldy sandwiches, probably jettisoned from a schoolbag days ago. The sandwiches were neatly cut into quarters and still wrapped in cling wrap.


She surveyed the foliage, settling on a tall-stemmed plant with a head of pendulous orange flowers. She waded through the more innocuous undergrowth and grabbed the offending weed by the base. Gotcha. The sensation as the roots gave way was pure pleasure, a rush almost. She reached for another plant, a ragwort or was it an African daisy? Either way, it didn’t belong. Grace uprooted the trespasser from the soft, damp soil, enjoying the tiny thrill. She continued, raking backward through the undergrowth like a brush turkey building a nest.


‘Your turn,’ she told a creeper when they came face to face. ‘Other people might be fooled by those pretty purple flowers, but not me.’


She yanked and, ignoring the sting of sap on her skin, tried to coil the mass of dark green leaves and winding stems into a manageable bundle. Instead she ended up tangled in the sticky strands. Then she noticed a vine that would have impressed Tarzan. There was no point in simply cutting through the thing with her secateurs. Pruning would only encourage it to grow back thicker and stronger in the future. She needed to dig it out roots and all. After hacking away some of its larger tributaries, Grace traced the stem back to its source and pulled.


‘Come on, you bully,’ she taunted.


When it wouldn’t budge, she splayed her legs and tugged with her entire body weight. The vine gave way without warning, catapulting Grace into reverse. For a minute or two she lay winded on the ground. It was a ridiculous thing to have done. At her age, she could easily have broken a hip. Luckily the ground was soft, and her backside even softer. Her sleeve was snagged on a blackberry bush that was coiled like razor wire, otherwise she was unscathed.


‘You’re next,’ she told the spiky bush.


When Grace stood back to admire her handiwork she was impressed. Tree trunks freed from choking climbers, shy grasses untangled, and glorious sunlight once again streaming through the unclogged canopy. She arched backward, hands in the small of her aching spine. It would be worse tomorrow, even after a hot soak in Radox. Her forearms were covered in dried blood from the many thorns; battle scars from her war on weeds. With any luck she’d removed the noxious plants in time, before the breeze or passing creatures had spread their seeds. It was important to spot them early. Before they’d had a chance to metastasise. Before it was too late and nothing could be done.


Grace wasn’t sure how much time had passed when she looked up from her pile of vegetation and noticed a young boy watching her. Her first thought was that he was too young to be walking to school alone. His blue uniform shirt was covered in stains and one shoe was held together with silver duct tape. The boy’s unbrushed hair reached his shoulders.


‘Why are you picking the flowers?’ he asked.


‘They’re weeds.’ Grace held up a thistle. ‘This one is called milk thistle.’


‘Because it contains milk?’


‘No, but some people eat it.’


‘What if they’re lactose intolerant?’


Grace was thrown. The boy pointed to another plant.


‘What’s that one called?’


‘It’s called asthma weed.’


‘I’ve got asthma.’


‘Oh, right. Do you use an inhaler?’


‘Only when Mum’s been paid.’ He pointed to a bush covered in tiny black berries. ‘What’s that one over there?’


‘Don’t touch it. That’s deadly nightshade.’


The boy tilted his head. ‘How deadly?’


‘Very deadly.’


‘Deadlier than a celestial claw rocket launcher?’


‘I’m not sure.’


‘Deadlier than the Axe of the Black Labyrinth?’


Grace was out of her depth. ‘Look, the point is you shouldn’t touch any plant you’re not familiar with.’


He eyed the pile of weeds, then the red welts covering her arms.


When things got tricky in the classroom, one of her favoured teaching tactics was to pose a new question. She pointed to a white flower on the top of the pile. ‘Why do you think that pretty one is called angel’s trumpet?’


The boy looked at her as if she was stupid. ‘Because it looks like an angel’s trumpet.’ He wiped his nose on the hem of his shirt. ‘Why are you killing them if they’re so pretty?’


Fair point. ‘Weeds don’t belong here,’ she explained. ‘They’ve come from somewhere else, from a foreign country most probably. If we don’t keep on top of them, they can take over.’


‘Like immigrants, you mean? My dad says they should all go back to where they came from.’


An insect flew into Grace’s gaping mouth. She accidentally swallowed.


‘You’d better hurry,’ she said. ‘The bell went ages ago.’


The boy kicked at a stone. ‘The teacher doesn’t even notice if I’m there or not.’


‘Don’t your parents make sure you get to school on time?’


‘It’s complicated,’ he said, sounding much older than he looked. ‘Mum works all the time.’


‘What about your dad?’


He shrugged in response.


‘Do your grandparents live nearby?’ She was being nosy, but he didn’t know that.


‘Poppy wets his pants and lives in a home for nurses. Nanna Gwen went to heaven because she forgot what day it was.’


‘I’m sorry to hear about your nanna.’


‘It’s okay, she was old, like you. We went to her funeral and sang songs. Then they burnt her coughing.’


‘You mean they cremated her coffin?’ Grace stifled a snort. ‘That must have been very sad.’


‘Not really. Mum bought me a Transformer. It had a missile launcher and a blaster and everything.’ His eyes lit up as he described his consolation prize. ‘What’s that?’ He pointed to the plastic bag.


‘All the rubbish I collected from the bushes.’


‘Can I see?’ Before she could stop him, he’d rummaged through the bag and found the sandwiches. ‘Can I have these?’


‘Don’t touch them, sweetheart. Somebody dropped them on the ground. Don’t you have a packed lunch or money for the canteen?’


‘Not really.’


What kind of parent sent their child to school without lunch or a snack?


‘Here, have one of these instead,’ she said, offering a tube of toffees from her pocket.


His face lit up momentarily, then he backed away.


‘Teacher says we shouldn’t accept anything from strangers.’


‘Well, that is right, but how about we introduce ourselves properly and then we won’t be strangers anymore? I used to be Mrs Cavendish when I taught at the school but you can call me Grace.’


He took another look at the toffees, decided it was worth the risk. ‘I’m Hudson.’ With his missing front teeth, it came out as Hud-thon.


‘It’s lovely to meet you, Hudson. Here, take this for recess.’ She tried to give him a few coins for the canteen. He refused, which Grace took to be a sensible move on his part.


‘Why are you doing all this?’


‘I’m getting rid of a nasty big creeper that’s been bullying the smaller plants. It steals all their light and food and they can’t grow properly.’


A shadow of recognition passed over his face.


‘Do you get paid?’


Grace laughed. ‘I do it because it needs doing. It’s more of a hobby than a job. You know, like collecting stamps.’ Would he even know what a stamp was? ‘Or Pokémon cards.’


Hudson tilted his head. ‘How do you buy food and stuff if you don’t get paid?’ Another excellent point.


‘The government pays a pension to people like me who are too old to work.’


It seemed a ridiculous concept now when she thought about it. Too old to teach in a classroom but not too old to dig out an enormous vine with her bare hands.


Hudson unzipped his schoolbag. ‘Would you like one of these?’


He handed her a sheet of paper. In the centre of the page was a child’s drawing of a woman: a large round head on top of a triangular body with scarecrow arms and legs. The woman was smiling and had dark brown hair, drawn as two curved lines either side of her head, with large blue eyes framed by enormous eyelashes. The sun was a bright yellow circle in the top right-hand corner. In the sky he’d drawn another figure, with wings and a halo.


‘Who is the lady in the picture?’ she asked.


‘That’s my mum.’


Grace pointed to the figure in the sky. ‘And who is this?’


‘An angel.’


‘And what is your mum doing in the picture?’


‘She’s talking to the angel. That’s what she does.’


Had she heard correctly? ‘Your mum talks to angels?’


‘Yeah, you know, people who have died and gone to heaven.’


Without thinking, Grace looked up through the tree canopy into the clear blue sky above and wished it was so simple.


‘Do you mean she talks to your Nanna Gwen?’


‘No, she and Mum still aren’t speaking.’


‘I thought you said your nanna was in heaven.’


‘She is, although Mum says it was a miracle they let her in.’


Grace wanted to smile. She tried to hand the picture back to Hudson.


‘Thank you, but I wouldn’t want to take your precious drawing.’


‘It’s okay I have lots more.’ He showed her a stack of about a dozen identical drawings.


‘Can I ask why you’ve drawn the same picture so many times?’


‘I’m giving them out at school,’ he said brightly. ‘If you want to talk to anyone in heaven, Mum’s mobile is on the back.’ He turned the sheet over to reveal a series of wonky numbers. The three and the five were written backward but the sequence was still decipherable. ‘She’s very good. She has lots of five-star ratings on Tripadvisor and she’s quite cheap.’


‘People pay your mum to talk to dead people for them?’


‘Yes, she’s a minimum.’


‘You mean a medium?’


‘Of course.’ Hudson sighed, as if it was obvious. ‘She works in the home for nurses. Only talking to people who are nearly dead doesn’t pay as much as talking to fully dead ones.’


He sounded so proud of her. Grace didn’t want to burst his bubble. ‘Does she know you’re handing out these flyers?’


Suddenly he looked terrified. ‘You won’t tell her, will you?’


‘Don’t worry,’ Grace reassured him, yet something felt off about this. ‘It’ll be our secret, Hudson.’


He stepped backward. ‘The teacher says I should report anyone who asks me to keep a secret.’


‘Quite right. Let’s call it our surprise instead.’ How much more complicated the world had become since Melody was a child. ‘Thank you for this,’ Grace said, clutching the flyer for Rhondda Divine, the five-star medium. ‘You’d better hurry to school.’


Hudson turned and went on his unhurried way, making the kind of engine or weapon noises that all boys his age made. Strictly speaking, it was none of her business why he was late for school or why he was hungry so early in the morning. But once a teacher, always a teacher, and that automatically made it Grace’s business.


She called after him. ‘Hudson, what year are you in?’


He stumbled over his own feet and shouted back, ‘Year three.’


Grace watched him zigzag toward the school gate, a knot forming inside her stomach.
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Checkmates


MARTIN ADORED MAGGIE, THE WOMAN WHO’D BROUGHT his best friend, Andrew, forty-seven years of happy marriage. Tonight, however, he was very pleased that she’d gone to her book club since it gave Andrew the perfect excuse to invite Martin over for a game of chess and a bottle of excellent Shiraz. On days that were neither too hot nor too cold the two men liked to meet at the park in the centre of the city and play on the giant chess set beneath a sprawling oak, sharing a flask of tea and, if they were lucky, a slice of Maggie’s famous Madeira cake. But on this occasion, with spring barely sprung and the days still chilly, neither minded the shift to Andrew’s cosy fireside.


The two men had met at Oxford as postgraduates and bonded over their equally pathetic attempts to fit in as outsiders from the colonies. They’d both treated the university city as their personal theme park, embracing every ancient custom and bizarre tradition. While Andrew always knew those days wouldn’t last, Martin had found it harder to leave them behind.


Andrew was a pure mathematician who eventually found his calling back home with the Bureau of Meteorology after meeting Maggie, a Kiwi, in his final year. He and Martin never lost touch, returning to Australia within a year of each other. Martin had never had a wide social circle; Andrew and Maggie were the only friends he’d ever needed. There was no such thing as an awkward conversation with them, and for all his loyalty and wise counsel, Andrew knew Martin well enough to read between his lines.


While Martin’s walls were decorated with framed oils by obscure artists and framed nineteenth-century etchings, Andrew’s were a gallery of family life. Everywhere you looked there were photographs of children and grandchildren, giving the place a homely feel and reminding Martin of everything he’d missed out on.


As always, Andrew greeted him with a playful, ‘Professor!’ and they exchanged hugs and pats on the back.


‘Looking trim, old man,’ Martin said, holding Andrew’s slight frame at arm’s length.


‘Maggie’s gone paleo.’ Which presumably meant Andrew had too.


Martin gave him a sympathetic look.


‘So, no cheese then?’ Martin held up the paper bag from the French cheese shop he’d visited on the way. ‘I brought your favourite brie, as well as a Morbier and a wonderful little goat’s cheese from Corsica.’


‘I won’t tell if you don’t.’ Andrew took the bag, returning from the kitchen a few moments later with a cheese board laden with cheese, water crackers and a small bunch of grapes.


In the living room the chessboard was already set up on the card table. They took their places and got straight down to business. It was Andrew’s turn to be White and, predictably, he opened with his king pawn. He balanced a wedge of brie on a cracker and ate it in a single mouthful. Martin mirrored his opponent’s move, as well as his choice of cheese, adding a black grape for good measure.


It was never about the chess. The two of them had been playing for so long that neither ever gained the upper hand. Andrew was the more aggressive player of the two, invariably opening with his signature King’s Gambit. Martin was the more patient player, favouring a Sicilian defence. The problem was that when a competent yet old-fashioned attack met a competent yet old-fashioned defence, the result was a foregone conclusion. Every game ended in a draw. But the two hours they spent together meant more than that.


Andrew moved his bishop and celebrated with a slice of Morbier. The wine had hit the spot and in anticipation of Andrew’s next move, Martin moved his knight. Two moves each and they hadn’t even discussed their prostates yet. Their regular ‘organ recital’ was a standing joke between them and they’d become hyper competitive about the size of their respective glands. According to his urologist, Andrew was now sitting on a sugar plum, while Martin’s remained the size of a walnut.


‘How was your stress test?’ Andrew asked at last.


Martin remembered they hadn’t seen each other since his doctor had given in and referred him to a cardiologist.


‘All normal.’ He sighed.


‘You sound disappointed.’


‘More frustrated. The doctor told me there was nothing wrong with me. Apparently I am perfectly healthy.’


Martin didn’t feel healthy, and far from perfect. He couldn’t understand it. No one could explain the odd symptoms he’d been suffering from over the last few months. Not even the steadfast Doctor Lowe, who was too modern to shake hands, yet had the right amount of grey hair to reassure Martin he knew a fistula from a furuncle.


In the early days, Doctor Lowe had been extremely thorough, running tests and arranging endless referrals. Every corner of Martin’s anatomy had been scanned, with sound, magnets and an entire spectrum of rays. So much radiation had passed through his body it was a miracle he didn’t light up at night. Unfortunately, with each new negative result, the doctor seemed to lose interest in Martin’s mystery illness. Meanwhile, Martin’s brain had conjured a smorgasbord of potential diseases for which there was a choose-your-own adventure of bad outcomes. At his last appointment, Doctor Lowe barely looked up from his computer when Martin presented him with the latest development.


‘I’ve got worms,’ Martin said, rolling up his trouser legs to demonstrate. ‘Under the skin. I noticed them last night in the bath.’ Martin waited. The doctor gave Martin’s unremarkable calf a solid seven seconds of attention. Fortunately, the worms reappeared in the nick of time, making shallow ripples up and down the inside of his calf.


‘Look. There. See?’


‘Muscle fasciculations,’ Doctor Lowe pronounced. ‘Usually nothing to worry about.’


‘Usually, meaning not always?’


Doctor Lowe gestured to a chair. He looked tired.


‘Sit down for a minute.’


Martin replaced his bicycle clips and slid off the couch. Was this it, the moment he’d both dreaded and prayed for? At least if his condition had a name, there might be a prescription for it. He tried to swallow but the saliva had disappeared from his tongue and reappeared as sweat on his palms. When it came, the diagnosis hadn’t been what Martin had been expecting.


‘He tried to tell me it was all in my mind,’ Martin told Andrew incredulously.


‘He actually said that?’ Andrew looked up briefly from the chessboard.


‘Not in so many words. He went on about people storing emotions in their body, leading them to mistake normal bodily sensations for symptoms of something more serious.’


‘You, emotions?’ Andrew hitched one sceptical eyebrow.


‘I know. I tried to tell him I’m not the type.’


‘What about stress?’


‘I’m not stressed,’ Martin snapped, the words ricocheting off a family portrait.


Andrew hitched the other eyebrow.


Martin sighed deeply. ‘It’s Mother. I only agreed to her moving in temporarily after she broke her hip. She’s taken root.’


‘Didn’t all these symptoms start when she moved in?’


‘They certainly worsened.’


Moving the furniture out of Edwina’s house hadn’t helped his back. He’d left the heavier stuff to the removalists, including the old wooden trunks she insisted must be stored somewhere safe and dry. Martin had hoped that since she’d be downsizing once she was independent again, she’d eventually go through them and cull whatever was inside. As it stood, it was a case of out of sight, out of mind.


Andrew pushed the cheese platter toward his friend in sympathy. Martin consoled himself with a double-decker of Morbier and Corsican goat’s cheese.


‘Have you suggested a nursing home?’


‘You know my mother. She has an answer for everything. She says she doesn’t want to confuse the cat by moving again. Looks like I’ll have to wait until Shirley Temple dies.’


‘How old is she now?’


‘Ancient. Positively decrepit. We’d need to send her for radiocarbon dating to be sure.’


‘I meant your mother.’


‘I was talking about my mother.’


Andrew chuckled and Martin’s shoulders released.


‘Can’t you look into getting her a care package?’


‘Only if the package includes a visiting bartender, otherwise I can’t see her accepting outside help.’


A sly grin appeared on Andrew’s face.


‘What?’ Martin asked.


‘Is she cramping your romantic style?’


Martin smiled wryly. ‘The truth is I’m cramping my own style.’


‘Aha! So there is someone. Should I be writing a speech?’


‘It’s a little premature for that. At this rate, you’ll be delivering my eulogy before your best man’s speech.’


Maybe it was time to face the reality that if he hadn’t attracted a romantic partner when he was young and still bore a passing resemblance to Indiana Jones, he certainly wouldn’t now he owned a nose trimmer and sat down to pee.


Naturally, he’d had relations with women over the years, although sadly none of them had turned into anything resembling a relationship.


‘Is she anyone I know?’ Andrew probed.


‘Mary Blake.’


‘The Mary Blake?’ He whistled. ‘I read in the paper she was married.’


‘Recently divorced.’


‘What’s the problem then?’


‘She’s an intellectual thoroughbred, Andrew. You’ve seen her being interviewed. She’s gorgeous too. Totally out of my league.’


‘You’re a catch, Martin. Don’t sell yourself short. You’re an above average chess player and you have excellent taste in French cheeses.’


Martin laughed. Andrew reached across the chessboard and clamped his shoulder; firm, kind and reassuring. This man knew him better than anyone, including his mother.


‘If you really want my advice,’ he said, ‘relax. Try to get out more. Find a new hobby.’


‘Funny, that’s what the doctor told me too.’ It was hard to relax when he could drop dead at any moment.


‘Join a choir,’ Andrew continued. ‘You used to love singing when we were in Oxford. You and Jane were the Sarah Brightman and Andrea Bocelli of the college choir, back in the day.’


Jane.


Four letters, a single syllable, yet enough to completely derail Martin. One minute he’d been about to intercept Andrew’s rampaging bishop with his knight, the next he was lost in the memory of standing in the choir stalls of a 700-year-old chapel, wearing a white surplice over a purple cassock.


The choirmaster mouthed, ‘All eyes on me.’ A poorly stifled cough broke the silence, then with a single swoop of the baton, twenty-six voices joined in glorious harmony to sing the first note of the psalm. The choir consisted mostly of undergraduates, with an equal split of men and women. Martin knew most of the men by name but was always too shy to strike up a conversation with any of the women.


During the first hymn, he noticed a new female chorister sitting in the stall below him. She was singing the same notes, the same tune, yet somehow the extraordinary timbre of her voice stood out from the others. He couldn’t see her face, only the top of her head. Her hair was as dark and shiny as his leather brogues, but when she turned around, her eyes were green and her skin milky pale. A delightful genetic rarity.


During the Lord’s prayer, instead of bowing her head like everyone else, she looked up at the angels painted on the ceiling high above. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. By the time the choir had sung Parry’s ‘Long Since in Egypt’s Plenteous Land’, and Martin had watched her flick her hair over one shoulder, he was a changed man. That glorious mane would be streaked with silver by now, he thought, returning to the present, and Andrew’s triumphant grin.


‘Checkmate,’ said Andrew, sitting back in his chair.


Martin scanned the black and white squares. How could he have missed it? Andrew’s queen had his king in checkmate. They shook hands across the board.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Andrew, sounding genuinely apologetic.


‘What are you talking about? It’s about time one of us won a game.’


Andrew poured them both another glass of wine. ‘Not for winning. I’ve waited fifty years for that. I’m sorry for reminding you about Jane. I wasn’t thinking.’


‘Nonsense.’ To be reminded implied that he’d forgotten about her. Not a day went by when Martin didn’t think about Jane. The joy of recalling each individual memory was always worth the pain that came with it. ‘Anyway, I must be going. It’s a long ride home in the dark.’


‘Don’t tell me you’re planning to cycle home! Stay the night. Maggie won’t mind.’


Martin shook his head. ‘Mother,’ was all the excuse he needed to offer.


Andrew understood. When the two men hugged their goodbyes, Andrew didn’t let go. Next to Martin’s ear, he whispered, ‘What happened to Jane wasn’t your fault.’


Martin pulled away before the tears betrayed him.


‘When are you going to let yourself off the hook?’ Andrew persisted.


Even if Martin could find a way to forgive himself for what happened to Jane, he’d never forget.


‘Well played, my friend. You deserved to win,’ Martin said as they walked to the front door.


He squeezed his friend on the shoulder, feeling Andrew’s bones. They blinked as a car’s headlights shone through the frosted glass in the front door.


‘Quick,’ Andrew said, suddenly panicked. ‘Maggie’s back.’ He looked genuinely terrified. ‘Hide the cheese.’
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The emperor’s new cassock


IN THE DAYS THAT FOLLOWED HER ENCOUNTER WITH Hudson, Grace saw his face everywhere: sleeping in the sheets she pegged on the washing line, on the back of the cereal packet, and trapped within the cobwebs she swept from the eaves. It wasn’t hard to find things to worry about these days, the newspaper was always full of helpful suggestions, and yet Grace had precious few people left to worry about. It was as though Hudson had arrived to fill the void. He was the kind of kid who could so easily fall through the cracks. His teacher had given up on him, his father was clearly a bigot, and his mother was more interested in the spirit world than whether he ate lunch or had proper shoes on his feet. A boy like Hudson needed a champion, someone who believed in him. Someone like Grace.


The flyer he’d given her was stuck on the fridge door beneath a double-decker London bus. The magnet had been a souvenir from Melody’s first overseas tour and in time was joined by similar magnets from Milan, Vienna and New York. Grace had so wanted to watch her daughter perform in a foreign city but it had been impossible to juggle with term times. There was always ‘next year’, until there wasn’t. Grace couldn’t bear to part with the kitsch magnets that now secured business cards for 24-hour plumbers, discount coupons and the All Souls parish newsletter. The trusty Fisher & Paykel was the nerve centre of her home, a handy extension to a brain increasingly unwilling to store important information. She’d always hoped that one day her grandchildren’s artwork would have pride of place on the shiny, white surface. Instead, that prime location was dedicated to a directive for the paramedics in the event she was taken ill at home: Do not resuscitate under any circumstances. She hated being a nuisance.


The printed instructions also included the contact details for her nephew in Western Australia. The nephew she hadn’t seen in years. The nephew who’d been too busy to attend the funeral. Instead, his wife had sent a lovely condolence card, assuring Grace she was always welcome to visit. Unfortunately, return flights to Perth cost the same as a new washing machine so it hadn’t been a hard decision to make.


Earlier that morning, as Grace made herself a cup of tea, burnt some toast, buttered and ate it anyway, she’d had an idea. There might be a way to help Hudson. While she couldn’t remember her own mobile number, for some reason the ten digits of his mother’s number were clear and crisp in her mind. She’d even picked up the landline to phone Rhondda, the five-star medium. However, on hearing the dial tone, slightly above a middle C – concert pitch, according to Melody – she’d thought better of it. She really shouldn’t poke her nose into other people’s business like an interfering old busybody. But a child’s welfare was at stake and that made it her business. What if something terrible happened, and she could have prevented it? She tried to put Hudson to the back of her mind. His welfare was the school’s responsibility, not hers and that meant trusting a process she was no longer part of.


With a clean handkerchief in her handbag, Grace double-checked the time. She owed it to Sheila Rosemary Webb not to be late. She locked her front door and, dropping her keys into her handbag, she looked up to see her next-door neighbour Stephanie doing the same.


‘Hello again,’ said Grace, cheerily.


‘We must stop meeting like this,’ Stephanie said, closing her handbag. They often left the house at the same time and Grace knew she was only joking but the casual comment stung.


‘How are the kids?’ Grace asked.


‘Good, thanks.’


‘Are you all over that nasty cold?’


‘Yes, finally.’ Stephanie pulled a face. ‘Sorry, Grace, I’d love to stop and chat, only I’m crazy busy and I’m running late as usual. You know how it is.’


Grace remembered being a working mother, juggling a full-time teaching job with tutoring in the evenings to make ends meet. Back then she’d craved a day to herself, a whole twenty-four hours to do absolutely nothing. She couldn’t have known that the future held days so shallow and shapeless that she’d struggle to fill them. If only she could give some of her spare hours back to that younger self. And Stephanie.


‘Remember, my door is always open if you fancy a cuppa and a chat,’ Grace offered.


She’d given up offering to babysit Stephanie’s twins. When the family had moved in next door, Grace had hoped she might become friends with her new neighbour. Eighteen months later, it seemed unlikely. Stephanie was friendly, though not someone Grace could call an actual friend. She was a nice woman; her husband was a nice man. They were nice neighbours, thoughtful and respectful, with two nice, thoughtful, respectful children. In many ways, Grace counted herself lucky.


There were three cars in the church carpark. The first belonged to Reverend Roderick Steele, or Rod as he preferred to be addressed. After his predecessor’s unremarkable saloon, the new minister’s Jeep had raised some conservative eyebrows in the congregation. Luckily, one member of All Souls’ left-wing faction had rushed to his defence.


‘Show me the passage in the Bible that prohibits a servant of the Lord from driving a Jeep. Besides, a 4WD would have been a very practical vehicle for road trips into the wilderness.’


Since nobody could, the matter was dropped. However, Reverend Rod and his choice of vehicle remained a moot point.


The second car, a white sedan, belonged to Moira. Saint Moira was as much a fixture of All Souls as the memorial window in the east wall. Moira arranged the flowers. Moira served the refreshments after the Sunday service. Moira handed out the hymn books and laundered the minister’s cassock. Everything that needed doing at All Souls was invariably done by Moira. Few in the congregation had devoted more of their earthly hours to the service of the church than Moira. Even when Grace pointed out that surely Moira must have guaranteed her place in the heavenly kingdom by now, she refused to relinquish any of her duties. Sadly, this included writing the parish magazine.


No one was game enough to challenge Moira about the typo-ridden publication, for fear of hurting her feelings, and presumably also because her bloopers were so entertaining. Grace was keeping a mental tally of her favourites, which included, When parking on the north side of the church, please remember to park on an angel. In the last edition there’d been an invitation to an evening of prayer and medication, and a save the date for a drug awareness seminar that encouraged attendees to become familiar with drugs before your children do. Despite the amusement those mistakes created, Grace was peeved that the magazine looked so unprofessional. She couldn’t help being a pedant and wouldn’t apologise for insisting on good grammar.


Recently, Moira had added chief fundraiser to her many roles. After a remarkably well-aimed stone from a nocturnal visitor to the churchyard had taken out St John the Baptist’s stained-glass head, Moira had launched an appeal to repair the east window. With the dwindling congregation, the weekly collections from the faithful few barely covered the cost of the tea and biscuits, let alone the fee of a skilled craftsman. So Moira had turned to baking and sewing. Nobody who set foot inside All Souls left without either a home-baked blueberry muffin or a hand-stitched lavender bag. Despite her high-pressure sales tactics, however, the appeal was still a long way short of its target. Unlike the stone.


At the furthest end of the unsealed carpark, the third car was now a permanent fixture. With its four flat tyres, it wasn’t so much parked as run aground. Grace often left a little something anonymously on the bonnet: a container of sweet treats if she’d been baking, a spare blanket if it was cold, or sometimes simply a bar of soap and a deodorant stick in a supermarket bag. Everyone deserved their dignity. And safety, since chief among Grace’s worries was the large tree that overhung the parked car. The giant beech had been struck by lightning two summers ago and had been slowly dying ever since.


Grace shivered at the sudden drop in temperature as she entered the church and waited for her eyes to adjust from the bright sunlight outside. Who in their infinite wisdom had decided that services should be held in cold, dank and gloomy old buildings, even ones as pretty from the outside as All Souls? How much nicer it would be to worship in the open air, immersed in nature and in full view of heaven!


As usual, the flower room resembled a crime scene with hacked-up stalks and decapitated flower heads strewn across the floor.


‘Shall I give you a hand with the flowers, Moira?’ Grace asked hopefully.


‘There’s no need, Grace,’ Moira replied in her usual frosty tone.


The message was clear. Grace Cavendish wasn’t needed. Here, or anywhere. By anyone. No one would miss her if she simply stopped getting out of bed. If she stopped breathing. Her nephew might notice when the birthday cards stopped arriving. Stephanie, noticing the overflowing mailbox or the hedge disappearing under rolled-up copies of The Chronicle, might eventually ring her doorbell. Or maybe not.


‘There.’ Moira stood back and admired the vase of gaudy chrysanthemums, arranged like poles in a tepee. It was an unimaginative arrangement, even by her standards.


‘Moira,’ Grace said, trying to sound non-confrontational as she surveyed the discarded plastic wrapping on the floor. ‘Are these flowers from the supermarket? I thought there was a budget for fresh flowers from the florist.’ What kind of message was this sending to grieving relatives?


‘I’ve decided the money is better spent elsewhere.’


Grace pictured the dusty cobweb billowing in the hole where John the Baptist’s head should have been. Now was not the time to suggest a fundraising tea towel or offer to compile a cookbook, two perennial revenue-raising favourites she could organise with her eyes closed.


‘I could collect some greenery to pad out the flowers. There’s plenty of Boston ivy growing around the churchyard.’ That was an understatement. Many of the headstones were completely buried under the stuff. A handful of graves were well maintained by families, with flowers replaced regularly. Sadly, many more were neglected and overgrown, their inhabitants long forgotten, and the paths choked with weeds.


‘Ivy?’ Moira reacted as if Grace had suggested adding cannabis leaves to the altar arrangement.


‘Or how about picking some natives from the side of the road? The wattle is out, and a few flannel flowers would look stunning on the altar.’ God’s own flowers, rather than these Frankenstein creations.


‘I have been doing the flowers at All Souls since Reverend Rimmer was minister. Neither he nor Reverend Rod have ever had cause to complain.’


That’s because neither of them would know a gerbera from a geranium, Grace thought. Judging by today’s efforts, neither did Moira. The altar arrangement looked more like a sacrificial offering than a table decoration.


‘If you want to join a flower roster, I hear St Andrew’s is looking for volunteers,’ said Moira.


‘But All Souls is my church. I like it here.’


Did Moira really have such a short memory that she didn’t remember the funeral two years ago, a day Grace struggled to forget?


Rod poked his head into the flower room on his way for his sneaky pre-service cigarette. Today, he was decked out in a traditional tailored black shirt and white clerical collar. On weekdays he preferred jeans and sneakers with a crucifix tied on a piece of leather around his neck. When he’d turned up on the second Sunday before Lent in a Hawaiian shirt, Bronnie Lockwood, head of the church’s historical society, had grumbled, ‘We’ll be handing round the tambourines and singing “Kumbaya” next.’


The point of the exercise, Rod later revealed in his sermon, was that to paraphrase Matthew 15:18, it was not the clothes a man wore but what came forth from his heart that was important. His dressed-down look was intended to put him on a level with the parishioners. It certainly made him more approachable, and with his turquoise eyes and gameshow-host teeth, ‘Hot Rod’ as he was secretly known to the ladies of the parish, already had quite a following on social media. Sadly, his popularity for Insta-worthy weddings and baptisms didn’t extend to his Sunday services. But he’d made death sexy, and despite St Andrew’s being handier for the crematorium, All Souls had become a surprisingly fashionable venue for funerals. There was only one problem. He may be the Anglican Church’s answer to Chris Hemsworth, but Hot Rod was no Michael Bublé. The new minister was entirely tone deaf.


The first time she heard him sing, Grace assumed he was having an off day. A middle ear infection, or sinus trouble, perhaps. On hearing his rendition of ‘Shout to the Lord’, she really hoped he was interpreting the hymn literally. It was only when he began ‘Behold the Lamb of God’ that her stomach sank. It was terrible. Truly awful. Verging on sinful. Worse, she appeared to be the only one who’d noticed.


Grace bent to collect the discarded wrapping and flower stems off the floor.


‘Leave that,’ Moira instructed. ‘I’ll do it later.’


‘What about the orders of service?’ Grace asked, looking around for another task. ‘Shall I put a pile at the door?’


‘Already done,’ Moira replied.


‘How about I open the hall for the caterers then?’


‘Done.’


‘The Book of Remembrance?’


‘Ready to sign.’


‘There must be something I can do to help, Moira.’ She knew she sounded like a child desperate to sharpen the class’s already sharp pencils.


‘All right, if you insist. The toilet floor in the church hall needs mopping, and there are dirty nappies in the bin. Reverend Rod is too soft with the play group, if you ask me. Lets them run amok. The mop and bucket are in the storeroom. As for the nappies, well, I’m sure you’ll work it out.’


Grace knew better than to complain. Moira had allocated her a task, albeit an unpleasant one. It was a start. She hurried over to the church hall where the caterers were already setting up for the wake, covering trestle tables with white cloths, and stacking cups and saucers next to the giant urn. By midday, the place would be filled with mourners. She set to work, mopping the tiled floor and emptying the stinky bin into a black refuse sack. When she’d finished, she stood back to admire the gleaming bathroom. Grace had never met the recently departed Sheila Rosemary Webb, but her nearest and dearest deserved no less than presentable facilities.


Hearing the opening bars of ‘Wind Beneath My Wings’, Grace emptied the dirty water and returned the mop bucket to the store cupboard. The mourners would be taking their seats. She’d need to hurry to make it in time for the first hymn, and the most important job of all. She owed it to Sheila, and all the others who passed through All Souls on their way to the afterlife. Because Grace believed in her own usefulness, even if no one else did. She could make a difference without the need for praise or recognition, she realised now. And sometimes, the biggest impact followed the smallest of acts. Like drowning out a minister’s diabolical singing.
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