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Vita Nuova





One

The marshal stood near the edge of the swimming
pool, his eyes sheltered behind dark glasses from
the glare of the low sun. A big yellow leaf lay still on the
blue water. There was a scattering of wet leaves on the
grass under his black shoes. The damp warmth made it
seem like September, but the date on the notes in his
top pocket was August 19. He turned his back on the
pool and the stone tower standing on the other side of
it. He looked down. No sound reached him up here,
though the red roofs and marble towers of Florence lay
below him. Normally you'd hear the muted drone of
traffic. Of course, the city was pretty empty except for
tourists. The pool had been built right on the brow of
the hill, and no doubt you'd be able to raise your head
from the water and see the dome and bell tower below
an endless blue sky. Very nice. He didn't care for being
in cold water himself, no matter how hot it got. He didn't
care for this place at all, if he had to be honest, but
there was no denying it was pretty fancy. He just didn't
like it . . . this silence, the unshaded glare. He turned
back and stared across the water at the tower. At the foot
of it, two cream-coloured deck chairs faced the pool
and a cream-coloured umbrella shaded a table and
canvas chairs.

Shouldn't there be a nice orchard there, or maybe a
vineyard, instead of the open blue glitter of a pool? The
climbing sun burned his shoulder through his blue
shirt. He stepped back, seeking shade.

Of the two women, it had been the young, pretty one
who cried louder, roaring, hysterical, tears pouring
down her cheeks, soaked tissues clutched in her hand.

The mother was silent. Too stunned, perhaps. Sitting
there on an upright chair in the kitchen, her face
flushed and her eyes looking glazed rather than tearful,
beads of sweat breaking at her temples. She made
no move to comfort her daughter. She made no move
at all. The kitchen was very big and full of fancy new
equipment, but it was in a basement with windows set
high and the marshal had found it oppressive. With
the excuse of needing to meet the prosecutor on his
arrival, he had been relieved to come back outside.

The garden was as still and quiet as the water of the
pool. One of the big yellow leaves floated down and
stuck to the epaulette of his shirt. He brushed it off. He
already felt too hot. If only it were really September.

For a second his stomach tightened at the thought that
the pleasant smell of fallen leaves would, from now on,
call up the thick, sour smell of fresh entrails. That was
ridiculous. For one thing, the chlorinated pool lay
between him and the open doors at the base of the
tower, and the dead woman was up on the second
floor. The smell couldn't possibly be reaching him.

Even so, he kept his breathing shallow. It was still in his
nostrils. He could go back to the kitchen, but that feeling
of oppression, or perhaps some undefined smell in
there, too, made him reluctant. Nothing you could
put your finger on. These people had money, a lot of
money. The father was in a private clinic, his elder
daughter dead, presumed murdered, a grandson,
orphaned now, the other daughter weeping louder and
louder, and no sign of the prosecutor's car—what was
taking him so long? No matter how far away he lived,
there was no traffic in August. The marshal walked
around the pool and turned the corner of the rough
stone tower to return to the studded main doors of the
villa, one of those fortified country houses from centuries
ago, severe stone buildings with bars at the windows
and military crenellations. His big shaded eyes
took in everything along the way. The two family cars, a
Mercedes convertible and a black Mini, were parked on
the gravel in the shade of a big tree. The main gates
were big and the perimeter wall high, but it would be
easy enough to get in. He'd already taken a look behind
the house and the gardens beyond that, and seen a bulldozer moving
earth, digging out another swimming pool
by the look of it. It was silent now. The carabinieri the
captain had sent up had stopped the work. He had spotted
the corner of a broken roof, low down on the hillside
within the wall. A peasant's cottage. There was sure to be
a door in the wall there and a cart track where, in the past,
farm produce would have been taken down to Florence
in trouble-free times—which didn't seem to have been
frequent, from what he'd heard over his years here. The
main doors had a sculpted stone coat of arms above
them. It wasn't one he recognized and, anyway, it was
almost worn away. He went inside and removed his hat
and sunglasses. Still that crying, a bit quieter now, interspersed
with low murmurs. A smooth, new grey stone
floor, a modern wrought-iron railing, smooth, grey stairs
leading down to the kitchen. Rich people always mean
trouble. Everything depended on which prosecutor took
the case. At the sound of his heavy tread descending the
staircase, the crying grew louder.

As it turned out, it was another hour before the prosecutor
turned up. When he did, deeply tanned, white-linen-suited,
paunch under a fine striped shirt, the marshal's
heart sank. Fulvio De Vita. No doubt, the prosecutor was
equally dismayed at the sight of the marshal's dark
bulk standing in his path. They shook hands. He was a
little breathless. You'd think he'd come here at breakneck
speed!

'Guarnaccia, yes. I remember. . . .'

And so do I, the marshal thought. Particularly the
first time he had had to work with him. That case had
been in August, too. A clear case of suicide, the prosecutor
had decided, anxious to leave for his holidays. Of
course, that murder victim had been poor and unimportant.

All the stops would be pulled out for this one.

'Excuse me. . . .'

They were on the second-floor landing of the tower
and stood back now to let a young carabiniere with a
video camera start work. The marshal's big eyes followed
him. The cameraman closed in on the shell cases encircled
in white chalk on the worn red tiles, then stepped
inside, filming everything, detail by detail. So much more
efficient than the human eye. The marshal himself had
picked his way through the living room to where, beyond
an open door, the body lay prone beside the bed. He had
gone to check for signs of life, although, given the sloppy
trail she had left as she dragged herself away from the
door all the way through towards the bedside telephone,
there was little chance of finding any. She hadn't made it
to the phone. Her arm was stretched out in front of her,
her hand touching the sculpted leg of the bedside table,
but a bullet in the back of the head had stopped her.

Perhaps she had grabbed at the leg. A photograph in a
silver frame lay smashed on the shiny rug.

'Can we roll her?'

The cameraman stood back, and two technicians in
hooded white overalls rolled the body over.

The cameraman called back to the prosecutor, 'Must
be at least four or five bullets to the abdomen.'

'How much did the sister mess up the scene,Marshal?'

'She didn't. She said she ran away as soon as she saw
the body from the doorway.'

'Without even checking if her sister was dead?'

'So she said.'

'You think she's telling the truth?'

'Yes. She didn't tread any blood outside. That would
have been difficult.'

'Hmm. We don't know if anything was stolen, then.'

'No . . . though there's no sign of the place being ransacked.'

'No need for professionals to ransack a place.

Robberies in villas like this one are well planned and
often commissioned. They can be after one piece.'

'Yes. . . .'

'But?' The prosecutor shot an aggressive look at him.

'But,' a long time had passed since the suicide that
wasn't—and, besides, the marshal had been right, hadn't
he? 'They don't usually leave this sort of thing behind
them. . . .'

'This sort of thing' was the body now being lifted into
a metal coffin. A soft white robe hanging open, fat, bare
legs. Blond hair swinging loose.

The prosecutor nodded his permission and they
stood back again as the coffin was carried out.

'Professor Forli's assistant . . .' he felt for the notebook
in the breast pocket of his blue shirt, 'gave me a
time of death, judging from body temperature . . .

around nine A.M. No rigor, no permanent lividity. He
waited as long as—'

'Yes, yes. Thank you. Once I have his full report—
what are the family members saying?'

The marshal turned back a page.

'The sister, Silvana Paoletti, lives in the main part of
the villa with her parents. She came to collect her
nephew, Piero, aged three, to take him to summer
school at 8:15 because his mother, the victim, had to
work. She drove him there, did a few errands in town,
drove back and came up here to her sister's rooms in
the tower, saw the body and ran away.'

'What made her call you, rather than calling an
emergency number?'

'She didn't. She ran out into the road screaming and
was seen from the house opposite. The woman who saw
her was watering the garden, and she took her inside
and called me because she knows me. That was at ten
thirty-seven. Then she came back with the sister and
waited with her until I arrived because she was in such
a state. She didn't come up here.'

'And who is this woman who knows you?' He
summed up the marshal's probable acquaintance with
a swift head-to-toe glance. 'Does she work at the house
across the road?'

The house across the road was smaller than this place
and probably built little more than a century ago, but it
was a pretty grand house even so.

'No, she doesn't work there. . . .' The marshal tucked
his notebook back in his pocket and buttoned it. 'She's
the owner.' He didn't explain that they knew each
other because he'd helped out when her son wanted to
do his national service in the carabinieri. He was a bit
ashamed of himself. He didn't dine out with the people
who lived on this most expensive of roads overlooking
Florence. He didn't dine out with anybody. His heart
sank at the thought of the evening ahead of him.

'And the mother?'

'She seems to be in a state of shock. Her husband's in
hospital after a little stroke, so this coming on top . . .

in any case, she was sound asleep when her daughter
came back with the neighbour and went to tell her what
had happened. She was still very dazed when I arrived.

I could try to talk to her again tomorrow.'

'Perhaps . . . or it might be better if I spoke to her—
I imagine that, in any case, you have your station to
run—Palazzo Pitti, isn't it?'

'Yes.'

'I'll see her tomorrow morning, then. No point in
your wasting your time running around unnecessarily.

You say there's no husband, but I want the man in the
victim's life found—father of the child, boyfriend, whoever
she was seeing. Can't keep that sort of thing a
secret. Somebody will know. Concentrate on that.'

'Of course—and, in any case, Lorenzini, my second-in-command, will be back from holiday shortly, so there
should be no problem with—'

'Right. . . .' The prosecutor was staring into the room
where two technicians were still working, one picking
through the stuff on the floor with tweezers of some sort,
the other examining the sill of an open window.He didn't
seem to be following their work, just staring, thoughtful.

A frown creased his forehead. The tops of two cypress
trees were still as sentries against the sky beyond the window.

No breath of air entered the big bedroom. Only
that one window was open. The morning sun, very hot
now, lit the tumbled white bed, sprayed with a fine mist
of red down one side. Doors to the bathroom and the
child's bedroom stood open. The prosecutor's gaze
remained fixed, absent. The marshal could well imagine
that he might be deciding to get somebody else on
the case. He had no illusions about this man's opinion
of him. He knew it only too well after hearing the prosecutor's
raised voice that time after leaving his office,
all those years ago.

'The blank incomprehension of the man!'

Well, he was no great hand at talking and this prosecutor
wasn't the first to get exasperated with him.

Wouldn't be the last, either. And if he did get somebody
else to take over, that was all to the good. The marshal
was in a morose vein, as it was, and in no mood for treading
around rich people who could cause him trouble.

'Good.' The prosecutor seemed to have come to
some sort of decision. He picked up the briefcase at his
feet and clapped his other hand on the marshal's
shoulder. 'Right! So find the boyfriend—and bring the
sister up here, once these people have finished, to
check whether anything's been stolen. Come and see
me tomorrow and bring me your report.' He shook
hands and, all of a sudden, a dazzling white smile
flashed across the suntan, which alarmed the marshal
more than his anger had once done. What did it mean?

You shouldn't judge people hastily, of course. Maybe
he'd mellowed over the years. Fellow seemed to have
too many teeth, though. And his hair was dyed.

'And besides, I can't do with men who smell like a
perfume shop—I know you're going to say I'm old fashioned.

Well, I am old-fashioned!Where the devil. . . .'

He was opening cupboard doors and slamming them
shut without looking inside them properly, so he didn't
find what he was looking for. 'Oh, Teresa!'

He stood still in the middle of the kitchen, having
run out of cupboard doors to bang.

'And don't start on about men not being able to find
things! If things were put in their proper place, they
wouldn't have to be found, they'd be there!'

The phone rang. Now where . . . damn. He'd left the
portable phone on the bed when he went to shower, in
case she. . . .

He went in the bedroom and picked the phone up
but didn't sit down on the bed. Bad temper kept him
standing rigid.

'Hello!'

'Salva? Are you all right?'

'No, I'm not all right. I thought you said you'd done
the shopping before you left. The salt jar's empty.'

'Well, fill it.'

'How can I fill it if there's no salt?'

'In the cupboard to the left of the hood of the
cooker, bottom shelf. Listen, Salva—I forgot to ask you
last night—did you follow up on that flat Captain
Maestrangelo told you about?'

'I haven't had time to be bothering with flats!'

'Oh, Salva, you said yourself things are quiet in
August, that it's the best time to get things done. And
don't shout.'

'I'm not shouting!' But he lowered his voice a bit.'

We'll talk about it when you get home.'

'But Captain Maestrangelo said we should get on to
it right away.'

'There's no point if you're not here. What's the use
of me looking at it, if then you don't like it?'

'You could get an idea, tell me about it, ask for the
plans, show you're interested—besides, it's not a question
of liking or not liking, it's whether or not it's a
good investment. You could talk to the bank about how
big a mortgage we could get.'

'No, no. It's August. The manager's on holiday.'

'The bank manager took his holiday in June. In the
Caribbean, if you're interested. He wanted to give his
wife a special holiday after that operation she had. He
said you should just ring him, any day you're free, and
he'll make himself available.'

'There is no day when I'm free. I've got a big case on.'

'In August?'

'Yes. In August. Not everybody's off at the seaside,
taking it easy.'

'You always say there's nothing but small break-ins in
empty houses in August. Aren't all the big criminals on
holiday?'

'No, they're not. And it's not a break-in, it's—'

'Don't you want to know how Nunziata is?'

'How is she?'

'She's cheered up, that's the main thing.'

'That's because she's got you there.'

'Come on, now, Salva! Don't put that tragic voice on.

You survived when I was down here looking after your
mother.'

'I was younger then.'

'Really, the best thing for her is having the boys here.

Totò said to her yesterday that she's his absolutely
favourite auntie. And he really meant it, too. You
should have seen her face.'

'She's his only auntie.'

'He said that, too! Right away, when he realized. You
know Totò. He always makes her laugh. Oh—and the
good news is that they're going to operate on Monday.
She doesn't have to wait until September like we thought.
Of course, these things have to be caught right away.'

'You'll be back sooner, then?'

'I don't know. It depends on whether she needs therapy
afterwards.'

'Couldn't she come up here for that? What about
school starting?'

'We'll see.'

'Don't say "we'll see"! That's what you say to the boys!'

'It's also what the doctors are saying to Nunziata.
Have you eaten?'

'What's that got to do with anything?'

'You know you get bad-tempered when you're hungry.'

'I'm not bad-tempered! And I would have eaten by
now if I could have found the salt!'

'Oh, I knew there was something else I wanted to tell
you. Listen. . . .'

He listened, holding the receiver clamped to his ear
so hard that it hurt, trying to get closer to her warming
voice, not following a word of it.

'Concetto, the postman—you remember him—the
flat above the grocer's at the corner of the piazza. His
sister worked at the same place as Nunziata, but she left
when she got pregnant with her second and then her
husband was killed right away in that accident—now
what was her second husband's name? It'll come to me
in a minute—what was I telling you? Concetto, that's
right. So, anyway, his mother was always trying to get
him married off, never thinking . . . well, now she knows
and she's more pleased than anything—I think she
thinks she can keep him for herself, so she doesn't
know the full story yet. . . .

'So, I've said they can go, but they go together—I
don't want Totò going out on his own and I've said
so. . . .

'Oh, and there's an Alberto Sordi film on at nine
o'clock—that'll cheer you up. . . .'

Nine o'clock. Well, he'd missed the beginning, but
he knew it by heart anyway. Spaghetti or penne?
Spaghetti, definitely spaghetti. He laid his solitary place
at the kitchen table but without that anxious loneliness
in the pit of his stomach that he feared and hated. He
could still feel his ear where the receiver had been
pressed against it, still feel the warmth of her voice flowing
through him. A big bowl of pasta and a glass of red
would be good, and Alberto Sordi would take over after
that. The evening had a shape now. He closed the window
in spite of the boiling pan. He wanted to shut out
the sawing of the cicadas out in the darkness of the
Boboli Gardens. The sound made him lonely.

He wasn't one of those men who couldn't cope. He
could cope all too well, that was the trouble. Years of it,
when Teresa was still down in Syracuse looking after his
sick mother and he had been posted to Florence.
They'd had such plans and then, the stroke that had
left her bedridden . . . long, lonely years. The rich man
in the hospital had been luckier. Very slight, they said,
a tiny haemorrhage. Have to watch his blood pressure,
then. His own was all right, so far. Just his weight that—
had to concentrate on the case. Hunger is a distraction.
Just don't overdo it, Teresa always said.

Mm . . . that was so good, though he said it himself.
Of course, she had made the tomato sauce . . . he was
going to have just a bit of butter on it, too. He shouldn't,
but he had to keep his energy and his spirits up if he
wanted to work efficiently. This might be a delicate case
and, anyway, it was a difficult time for him, being alone.
It was Teresa who looked after his dieting.

'There's nothing fattening in any of these meals, so as long
as you don't overdo it with bread . . . and remember to take
them out of the freezer the night before. . . .'

Well, he'd forgotten. He had other things to think
about, so, until she came home. . . .

It had been difficult for Teresa, too, with a sick
mother-in-law to care for and no husband to comfort
her—but at least she hadn't been on her own. She'd
had the children and his sister Nunziata. It took both of
them just to turn her in the bed. . . .

The loneliness of sitting here, eating by himself,
night after night, like now.

Bit more cheese. He liked it freshly grated, didn't
like it sitting in a bowl in the fridge for days, the way
some people did, and some restaurants, too. It went
sour. He liked chewing the basil leaves in his sauce,
too, and he always told Teresa to leave them whole.
The boys picked them out and left them, and Teresa—

Damn! He should have told her about the prosecutor's
sudden affability. Women are better at understanding
that sort of thing. Could be, of course, that in the end
he'd remembered that the marshal had been right about
that so-called suicide. No, no . . . as if he'd care either
way, and even if he had cared, he'd have forgotten by
now. It was years ago. No chance of calling this one a suicide.
Wouldn't do, anyway. Rich families don't like it.

Chewing over the morning's events, one phrase came
to the surface: Robberies in villas like this one. . . .

'No, no. . . .' Bit of bread—only a small piece. Had to
mop up the last traces of sauce.

He got up from the table and washed his bowl, fork,
and glass and the big pan. There was still some sauce in
the small one, so he put it in the fridge.

'No.' Had the family whose coat of arms was above
the doors still been in residence, that might have been
true. Paintings and so on. But no, he'd seen backstage
before the prosecutor arrived. The man lying in the private
clinic might have been rich enough to buy the
villa, but all that building work going on behind and
the second swimming pool, hardly the style of a noble
Florentine family. He'd talked to the builders—well,
one of them, anyway, since the others didn't speak
Italian. They were all from Rumania, apart from one
Moroccan, and they were working right through
August, dividing the colonnade and outbuildings
behind the villa into three luxury flats with a communal
garden and pool. Two of them had already been sold.
People from Milan, the builder said. And then there
was that kitchen full of all the latest expensive equipment
. . . a far cry from the Florentine nobility, that was.
From what little he'd seen of those people, they counted
how many matches their servants used. No. No. . . .

He glanced around his own tidy kitchen, switched
the light off, and went back to his office where the two
or three notes he'd taken that morning lay on his desk
ready to be worked up into a scene-of-the-crime report.
It was a simple enough job—or it used to be, until the
arrival of That Thing.

'That Thing,' as he always referred to it, was the personal
computer sitting in the middle of his desk. He'd
avoided it as long as he could, but, these days, all information
had to be computerized and so available throughout
the country. Even the daily orders to which only he
had the password. All very efficient, of course. He
sighed as he switched the wretched Thing on and
waited. It was so slow. He'd have had a good half of his
report typed with two fingers by now, but instead here
he was listening to tiddly bits of music while it sent up
pretty pictures, offered him a dozen things he didn't
want, asked him for the same old information and
then—just when he thought he could get started—
popped up with a suggestion that it could run an antivirus
check.

'No-o!' Blast the thing. Still, might as well say yes. He
could be having a think about things. . . .

The mother and daughter, for instance. The daughter
was what? He looked at the date of birth on his
notes . . . twenty-five. Pretty, you could tell, despite the
blotched face and the tears. Slim, with dark hair in a
long plait behind. No makeup, though he'd noticed
tiny traces of eye makeup on the wet tissues that were
all over the enormous glass table, so she must use it
sometimes. Been out the night before, perhaps. She
wore a simple flowery summer frock that, together with
the plait, made her look like a little girl. The crying,
too, of course. There were so many ways of crying and,
in his job, the marshal had heard a lot of them. Most
adults smothered their crying, tried to force it back, but
this young woman was roaring, loud and unashamed,
for help and comfort. The marshal's instinct had been
to place a big soothing hand on her head, as he did
with his own children, but these days you had to be
careful, so he'd looked at the mother. No response at
all. Poor woman. Hardly any wonder she was shocked
into silence. She was a blonde, like her dead daughter,
bleached now, mixed with the grey, but you could tell
by her pale blue eyes. Fifty-one . . . looked older but,
then, she was overweight. Born in the Alto Adige and
given that her name was German—Anna Wertmuller—
she would be German-speaking. Funny, that . . . there
was little love lost between Italian and German speakers
up there, and you wouldn't expect her to have moved
down here. Well, he didn't know a lot about it and
today had certainly not been the time to ask. When
he'd tried to talk to her, she had only stared up at him
like a frightened child might, as though she were waiting
for him to tell her what to do. What could he tell
her? The only thing he could think of was to try to
interrupt the daughter's crying and suggest she give
her mother a drop of something.

'She doesn't drink!' The phrase had somehow been
howled without interrupting the crying at all.

He ought to try to talk to them both tomorrow, whatever
the prosecutor said. For a long time, he pictured
the two of them in that huge kitchen he so disliked.
Those high, barred windows, a closed door that presumably
led to servants' quarters. A place that size
would be a lot of work—but what sort of newfangled
idea was it to make a kitchen in the cellar? It was really
a wine cellar, with a vaulted ceiling. The faintest trace of
a smell that came and went . . . what was it? Each time
he'd tried to identify it, it escaped him. Something
innocuous, maybe, but connected with an unpleasant
memory? The wet tissues she kept squeezing had a light
perfume, but it surely couldn't be that. Short, unvarnished
nails. . . .

The dead woman . . . he looked at his notes again.

Daniela. Older than her sister . . . twenty-seven. Single
mother . . . well, the prosecutor was right about that,
anyway, the man in her life being the prime suspect,
as always. He'd need the men the captain had sent
him again tomorrow. They had searched the tower,
and the grounds immediately below it, all day and
found no weapon. That whole area where there was
building going on remained to be searched. It had to
be done, though the marshal was pretty sure they
wouldn't find anything. Why would he leave it
behind? Somebody cool enough to put that bullet in
the back of his victim's head . . . anyone in a panic
would have fled as soon as she hit the floor. Captain
Maestrangelo had agreed with him about that when
they'd talked on the phone that evening.

'A very cool customer. Especially when you think how long
she must have taken to drag herself through the living room
and into the bedroom in that condition. And he stood there at
the door, watching—there were no shell cases inside the flat?'

'No.'

'Very sure of himself. Sure of his aim, too. And no trace of
him in the room, I imagine.'

'It doesn't look like it.'

'Sounds professional. What do you think?'

'Well. . . .'

'You don't think so.'

'No, I'm sure you're right. Only . . . to stand there watching
. . . he could have finished her off right away, couldn't
he? To watch that . . . you'd have to really hate somebody—
not that that rules out . . . I'm not saying you're not right, of
course.'

'You were on the spot, Guarnaccia, and your instincts are
always sound—which leaves us with a professional with a
personal grudge. Well, it happens, of course.'

'Yes. But this was a young mother, leading a very quiet
life, unless. . . .'

'Unless things aren't what they seem?'

'Yes. I'll find out.'

The captain had made no comment on the prosecutor
assigned to the case. Just the briefest silence
before saying, 'I'm sure you'll be all right.'

The captain was the soul of discretion—the captain
. . . damn! If he'd thought of it, he could have asked
about the flat then—but as if he had time to be looking
at flats now! What was the point anyway, on his
own? It was true that they'd been putting it off for years
and that it had to be done. You went on spending your
income, house prices rose and rose and come the day
you retired . . . it was the right thing to do. Buy something,
rent it out, a good investment, keep up with the
market . . . no! Not without Teresa. And now he had
this case on his hands, so that was that.

As if to prove how busy he was, he placed his big
hands on the keyboard and found himself staring into
a blank dark screen. If the blasted thing hadn't finished
fiddling around playing music, checking viruses
and God knows what and then, for want of attention,
switched itself off!

'If I've said it once, I've said it a hundred times!' he
bellowed at Lorenzini, only to be met with another
blank silence. Lorenzini, his second in command, was
still at the seaside with his family.

'Well, I've had enough!' He shut the lid of That
Thing and closed up his office. It would have to be
typed first thing in the morning, because he was going
to catch the rest of that film and go to bed. And he
would have done just that if it hadn't been almost midnight
and the film long over. He switched on the mosquito
killer and stared at the satin-smooth emptiness of
the bed, his huge eyes mournful.
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