[image: cover]


Contents

Cover

About the Author

Also by Mary Wesley

Dedication

Title Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Copyright


About the Author

Mary Wesley was born as Mary Farmar in 1912 to an upper-class family and grew up a rebel who believed that she was her mother’s least favourite child. Like many girls of her background, she married for escape and her first marriage, to Lord Swinfen, was brief. In 1944, she met Eric Siepmann, an unsuccessful writer whom she adored. Their relationship, which was mercurial and bohemian, lasted until his death. Having taken the pen name Wesley from the family name of Wellesley she published her first novel when she was seventy years old and went on to write a subsequent nine dazzling bestsellers, including The Camomile Lawn. She was awarded the CBE in the 1995 New Years honours list and died in 2002.


ALSO BY MARY WESLEY

Not That Sort of Girl

Jumping the Queue

The Camomile Lawn

Harnessing Peacocks

The Vacillations of Poppy Carew

Second Fiddle

A Sensible Life

A Dubious Legacy

Part of the Furniture


for Tessa Sayle


An Imaginative Experience

Mary Wesley

[image: Image Missing]


1

THE SHEEP LAY on its back in the centre of the field with its legs in the air. As the InterCity train ground to a halt an acrid smell from the brakes percolated through the First Class carriages; one of the passengers sneezed.

From his corner seat Sylvester Wykes could see the long line of carriages curve round the perimeter of a green field in the centre of which was posed the upended animal, and sense as the train settled to its stop the creaks and groans of protesting metal. Around him voices queried, ‘Why are they stopping?’; hoped not to miss connections; voiced distrust of British Rail and made odious comparison with the incomparable train services of France, Germany, Switzerland and Italy. Then there came the abrupt slam of a train door and into his line of vision a figure came racing.

Sylvester pulled his reading glasses down his nose and reached for his bifocals. The figure, though trousered, was female. She reached the sheep, leaned down, gripped it by its fleece, heaved it to its feet and, still gripping, held it upright on tentative hooves.

‘What’s going on?’ A passing passenger leaned familiarly across Sylvester from the aisle to squinny out of the window. He smelled of tobacco and alcohol. Sylvester drew back in his seat.

‘Half a mo’,’ said the man, as though Sylvester had spoken. ‘Let’s focus the old binoculars. I’ve been bird-watching in the Scilly Isles,’ he informed Sylvester. ‘I’m what’s known as a twitcher. Ah!’ He adjusted the binoculars. ‘Here we are, got it. A sheep was on its back. Want a look?’

‘No thanks.’ Sylvester pressed back in his seat.

‘Saw it as we stopped,’ said the man, leaning his elbows on the table and thrusting his rump into the aisle. ‘Pretty girl!’ he said appreciatively. ‘Want a look?’ He again offered his binoculars.

Sylvester said, ‘No.’

‘What was it doing on its back, I wonder?’

‘They get stuck,’ Sylvester said tersely.

‘Oh?’

‘And die.’

‘Rush of blood to the head? That it?’

‘This is a non-smoker,’ said Sylvester.

‘I know,’ said the twitcher. ‘I’m in the next carriage, passing by from the buffet. Ah!’ he exclaimed. ‘Here comes the guard! Fireworks, d’you think? Naughty, naughty? An Asian, you must have noticed when he took our tickets. Sticklers for the rules, that lot. Revel in a spot of authority. Oh! He’s shouting and she’s shouting back. It must be she who stopped the train. Looks a bit crazy. D’you think she’s mad?’

Sylvester did not reply.

‘There will be trouble,’ said the man. ‘She’ll get a summons. Costs a bomb to stop a train. Oho! She’s let the sheep go. It’s lolloping away and now the guard is bringing her back to the train. Sure you don’t want a look?’

‘Go away,’ said Sylvester.

‘All right, all right,’ said the man. ‘Keep your cool.’ He drew himself upright, letting the binoculars thump against his upper stomach. The communicating doors swished at his passing.

Sylvester straightened legs which had winced away from the man and looked ruefully at his bifocals, which had snapped in his hand.

But his tormentor was back. ‘Think I’ll see if I can have a word with her,’ he said. ‘Want to come? There might be a story there. She’s in the Second Class. What do you think?’

‘Oh, leave her alone,’ said Sylvester, regretting the words as he spoke.

‘She a friend of yours or something? Didn’t leave the sheep alone, did she? Didn’t consider her fellow passengers much. Some of us have business to attend to. Leave her alone. That’s rich!’

The man, Sylvester realized, was partially drunk. He closed his eyes and listened for the swish of the communicating door.

‘You’ve cut your hand,’ said the man, still hovering close. ‘Broken your glasses. However did you do that?’ When Sylvester did not answer he moved away and the communicating doors closed at last.

The train began to move. As it gathered speed Sylvester put the broken bifocals in his pocket and wiped blood from his cut palm. Rage had made him prickle with sweat. He wanted a drink but feared meeting his tormentor in the buffet. He had not seen the girl clearly, but was left with the impression of a white face, black eyes, squared mouth shouting at the guard, and brown hair ruffled by the wind. She had seemed a creature more vulnerable than the sheep she was rescuing. She looked bogged down in despair.

Would the guard be rude to her? He had seemed a quiet and courteous man when he asked for the passengers’ tickets; his turban was beautiful, furled round the contours of his head like an exotic shell. No, the guard would be polite, stick to the rules; he would not bully. But that foul-smelling bird-watcher was another matter. Was he perhaps a journalist? ‘There might be a story there’ were ominous words. If he was a journalist, he would be employed by the gutter press.

Would the guard protect the girl? Would she perhaps take shelter in the lavatory? Lock herself in? Sylvester visualized the girl crouched miserably in confined and possibly malodorous space for the rest of the journey. Should he follow the twitcher and prevent him imposing himself, demanding a story, not listening to a word she might say while he fabricated his own? ‘Communication cord drama on InterCity train’. ‘Shepherdess leaps to rescue lamb’, or, worse, ‘Little Bo-peep in Lamb Chop drama’. Furious, Sylvester rose to his feet, but instantly sat down again; rushing to the rescue would make things worse.

When the train stopped at Reading he scanned the crowds. Would she get off? If she had not got off the train, Sylvester thought as the train moved on, and he was almost sure she had not, the intelligent thing for her to do would be to pick up her bag and make her way forward so that at Paddington she would have a head start for the taxi-rank or the Underground. If she comes through here and that fellow follows her I shall bar his way while she escapes, he decided.

The girl did not materialize.

In any case, Sylvester thought as the train jostled into Paddington, how do I imagine I would recognize her? I bust my glasses, I did not see her clearly; it was the impression that was clear. He got to his feet and, heaving his bag off the rack, joined the queue by the carriage door.

When he saw the girl threading her way through the hurrying crowd he was reminded of Greta Garbo in the film Ninotchka, seen long ago in black and white. She was wearing a long black coat which reached her ankles and a big black hat pulled low over her nose. He could not be sure it was the right girl until he glimpsed the twitcher hunting through the crowd, dodging like a rugby player to get ahead and confront her. As the black coat brushed past him Sylvester stepped in her wake and the twitcher, recoiling, cannoned backwards into a trolley piled high with mailbags to fall on his back while the girl disappeared.

Affecting not to notice the twitcher’s plight, Sylvester sauntered on to join the queue waiting for taxis.

It had not been necessary to trip the man, Sylvester thought, but if it had been necessary he would not have hesitated to do so.
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AT ABOUT THE time Julia Piper was stopping the InterCity train to succour a sheep, her mother, Mrs Clodagh May, was bracing herself to clear up the mess left in her house by a variety of people who had come to sympathize and mourn with her after her son-in-law Giles and grandson Christy’s joint funeral. Their kindness was such a solace, she told her friend and gossip Madge Brownlow, who had volunteered to help. ‘I did what he would have liked, what he would have chosen if he had been here,’ she said.

Madge said, ‘Yes, of course.’ I am used to sherry and perhaps whisky at funerals, she thought, not smoked-salmon sandwiches and champagne. Out loud she said, ‘Shall I stack the dishwasher?’ And, removing the coat of the black suit she jokingly referred to as her tailleur, she pushed up the sleeves of her white silk shirt.

‘The dishwasher is out of order,’ said Clodagh.

‘So the plumber did not come?’ Madge, who had opened the dishwasher, closed it. ‘Useless!’

‘The plumber,’ said Clodagh, enunciating carefully, ‘is on holiday.’

‘But he has a partner,’ suggested Madge.

‘Gone to a football match.’

‘Shall we leave it then?’ ventured Madge, unrolling a sleeve, feeling pusillanimous. Her friend eyed the disorder with distaste. ‘Oh, if only Giles—’ she said. ‘He was such a—’ She choked.

Madge, searching for the right appellation, supplied: ‘Handyman?’ Then, seeing her friend’s eyes begin to swim, she added, ‘And so much more.’

‘Oh, so much, so much.’ Clodagh wiped her eyes. ‘He was – oh – he – oh—’

Madge said quickly, ‘Yes,’ and, ‘Of course he was. Well then, let’s get cracking.’ She rolled up her sleeves for the second time. No use waiting for handyman Giles, she told herself ironically; he had kept people waiting even when he was alive. Wrapping an apron round her waist, she said, ‘I’ll wash, you dry,’ turned on the hot tap and squirted washing-up liquid into the sink. ‘You’ll feel a lot better,’ she said bracingly, ‘when the house is tidy. Shall we clear the living-room first?’

Clodagh May did not answer but picked up a tray and went to collect plates and glasses. I wish Madge would not call my drawing-room a living-room, she thought. Giles never called it a living-room, though sometimes he called it ‘your parlour’. Joking, of course. His dear jokes. ‘Shall we go into your parlour?’ She could hear his voice.

‘Phew! What a stink! I wish people would not smoke, it’s a disgusting habit.’ Madge threw open the windows. ‘Let’s get a through draught,’ she said, opening the door into the garden to let in the chill blast of autumn.

She forgets he smoked, thought Clodagh. Then she smiled, remembering his voice. ‘Dear old Madge, not strong on tact.’ She followed her friend and quietly closed the garden door.

But Madge opened it again and stepped on to the terrace. ‘Gosh,’ she said, ‘empty bottles. Glasses, too. Whoever was out here punished these bottles.’ Then she remembered that the vicar who had officiated and the doctor had been out here, talking to Julia while she waited for the taxi to take her to the station; both men chatted kindly as they gulped their drinks and tactfully chewed their sandwiches. Julia had stayed mute, neither drinking nor eating, just standing.

The two men had remained out here after the taxi had driven away. Had they come in to say goodbye and thank you to Clodagh? People, even doctors and priests, had such casual manners these days. She eyed the empty bottles. One heard doctors took to the bottle, their life was such a strain, but priests? ‘You would think,’ she said to Clodagh as she clattered glasses into the foaming sink, ‘that Julia would have stayed to help. It would have been considerate.’

‘Julia only considers herself,’ said Clodagh. ‘Mind those glasses don’t break. Oh!’ she wailed. ‘Why must this happen to me? I was relying on Giles. I didn’t ring the plumber until yesterday. Giles had said – so of course—’

Madge said, ‘Oh,’ rinsing a glass under the tap.

‘She didn’t even wear black,’ said Clodagh bitterly.

‘Be fair, she did. A black hat and black coat.’

‘Not underneath,’ said Julia’s mother. ‘She was wearing jeans and a sweater. Imagine wearing jeans and a sweater at Giles and little Christy’s funeral.’ I wish, she thought, that Madge would not be so particular; it grates.

‘True, and he her husband,’ said Madge thoughtfully, rinsing another glass. ‘And she his widow. Are you the widow of a divorced husband?’

‘Don’t start splitting hairs,’ exclaimed her friend. ‘Little Christy was her child!’

‘So he was.’

‘And my precious grandchild.’

‘She probably had no black clothes with her wherever she was when she got the message,’ said Madge tolerantly. ‘She looked as though she was wearing black even if she was not. One did not notice the jeans.’

‘I did,’ said Clodagh.

‘You are such a perfectionist,’ said Madge.

‘Whose side are you on?’ Julia’s mother raised her voice to a shout. ‘It was all her fault, that accident; everyone knows Giles was a terrible driver. She always did the driving when they were together. She should never have divorced him.’

‘Did she ever give a reason?’ Noticing that her friend stood idle, Madge took the cloth from her and began polishing the glasses. ‘You never told me the real reasons. We all heard the reasons in court, of course, but— Where do these go?’ She held up a glass.

‘On that shelf, no, not that one, the one on the left. Julia’s reasons were outrageous.’

‘Oh?’ Madge set the glass on the shelf indicated. Damn, I’ve cracked one, she thought. Better say nothing, old Clodagh’s such a fusspot. She turned the glass so that the crack faced inward.

‘One reason was that Giles – no, I can’t tell you, it’s too—’

‘Go on,’ said Madge, ‘nothing shocks me.’

‘What was shocking,’ said Julia’s mother, ‘was the utter frivolity of her reasons. Hey! Madge, you’ve cracked a glass.’

‘It’s a very small crack. What do you mean by frivolous reasons? Give me an example.’

Ignoring Madge’s request, Clodagh said, ‘Giles gave me those glasses. You have spoiled the set.’

Madge said, ‘Oh dear, sorry.’

Clodagh, harking back, said, ‘Their divorce was not yet absolute so she would be his widow, and the divorce was making no difference to Christy.’

‘Julia had custody,’ said Madge.

‘Yes.’

‘If my child was killed in a car smash I would be stricken, absolutely stricken. Perhaps Julia is stricken,’ said Madge.

‘She doesn’t look it, does she?’ Clodagh snorted. ‘Julia is not stricken. If you ask me, the judge who gave Julia custody wanted his head examined. Dreadful old man.’

‘Then would you have wanted Giles to have custody?’ Madge raised astonished eyebrows. ‘Surely everybody—’ Surely everybody knew that Giles was to all intents and purposes an alcoholic? Charming, of course, but an alcoholic.

‘Of course I would,’ said Clodagh. ‘Christy would have lived with me, that’s what Giles would have wanted.’

Madge said, ‘Gosh, Clodagh, what honesty.’
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LEANING FORWARD TO read the meter, Sylvester Wykes noticed that there was another taxi outside his house and, standing by it, his wife Celia. ‘Drive on a bit, please,’ he said to the driver. ‘Stop at the next corner by the pillar-box.’

The man drove on. At the corner Sylvester got out, paid his fare and waited while it drove away. Then, sheltered by the pillar-box, he looked back.

His wife, watched by her driver, was loading suitcases and packages into the cab. ‘You might give me a hand.’ Her voice, high and whining, carried in the quiet street.

‘Got a bad back,’ said the driver.

‘Bet you haven’t.’ She heaved a large cardboard box into the taxi.

‘That the lot, then?’ asked the driver.

‘No, it is not the lot.’

Sylvester smiled.

Celia went back into the house to reappear with two outsize carrier bags which she threw on to the seat of the cab, followed next by a cardboard container.

The driver produced an evening paper and began studying the form.

Sylvester waited.

Five and a half, six years ago, he thought, I looked across the room at a party and saw that woman, caught her eye. We nodded, I wove through the crowd and took her arm. As we left the party I told her my name and she told me hers. I took her out to dinner, she confided her troubles. We ended the evening in bed and were married six weeks later. I loved her, he thought. I supposed it to be a grand passion.

His wife had gone back into the house. Sylvester shifted his weight from foot to foot.

Now Celia emerged from the house dwarfed by the television in her arms. She negotiated the steps with care, biting her lip in concentration.

The cab driver half-folded his paper, but thinking better of it opened it out while watching his fare in the driving mirror as she placed the television on the floor of the cab.

Sylvester thought admiringly: she took the small television from the bedroom on her first raid, bravo, full marks for thoroughness. Finally Celia went back into the house, but only to fetch her bag; she slammed the door shut and got into the cab, shouting, ‘Drive on, then.’

Did I confuse love with lust? Sylvester wondered. Time was when I would have raced after that taxi, stopped it, dragged her out, prevented her going. ‘It was lust,’ he said out loud to the pillar-box.

The taxi diminished down the street and turned out into the King’s Road. Sylvester walked back and inserted his key in the lock. Inside the house he sniffed, let the bag he was carrying drop and, breaking into a run, rushed round the house opening windows. Cold air streamed through french windows opening on to the garden from the sitting-room, and upstairs through bath and bedroom. Hurrying to the basement, he heard the door-bell ring. He threw open the kitchen window and squinted up to catch a glimpse of his visitor.

Recognizing stout calves above neat ankles and extremely high-heeled shoes, he said, ‘Rebecca! I’ll come up.’ He wedged the area door open with an empty milk bottle.

‘What’s going on?’ Rebecca leaned to peer through the area railing. She had immense black eyes popping either side of a handsome nose and sensual lips parted over large competent teeth.

‘I’ll let you in.’ Sylvester retreated from the area to hurry upstairs and open the front door.

‘Are you aiming to catch pneumonia?’ Rebecca stepped into the house. ‘It’s freezing.’

‘Celia has been here.’ Sylvester closed the door behind her.

‘Oh?’

‘Removing the last of her clobber.’

‘I see.’ Rebecca moved into the sitting-room. ‘But why the howling gale?’ she enquired.

‘Can’t you smell it?’

Rebecca sniffed. ‘M-m. How long was she here?’

‘Long enough. I don’t know.’

‘It won’t linger,’ said Rebecca. ‘“Emotion” doesn’t. I thought you were still away,’ she said. ‘I brought a note asking you to telephone when you got back, thought you might like a meal or something, thought you might be lonely.’

‘I am,’ said Sylvester. ‘It’s lovely. Great.’

Rebecca laughed. ‘If you are going to keep all the windows open I’ll borrow a coat,’ she said.

‘Just a few more minutes,’ said Sylvester. ‘I’ll put the kettle on and give you tea.’

‘Coffee, please,’ said Rebecca, ‘and I shall shut the windows now. You are imagining the smell.’

‘I saw her from a distance,’ said Sylvester. ‘She was piling her stuff into a taxi as I got back.’

‘You talked to her?’

‘I dodged.’

‘Coward,’ said Rebecca. ‘I wonder what else she took.’

‘She’s taken everything floggable already, probably sold it to pay for her new outfits.’

‘Don’t you mind? The house looks dreadfully bare.’

‘No.’

Rebecca closed the french windows and followed Sylvester down to the kitchen. ‘Has she left you a kettle?’

‘I bought a new one. Oh, confound it, she’s taken it!’

‘Come round to my place,’ said Rebecca, laughing. ‘I’ll make you tea.’

Sylvester said, ‘I’ll boil a saucepan.’

‘Get the locks changed,’ said Rebecca, ‘or you will come home one day to a completely stripped house.’

Not fond of unsought advice, Sylvester boiled water in a saucepan and made coffee for Rebecca and strong Indian tea for himself.

‘That stuff will rot your guts. Celia was right there,’ said Rebecca.

‘Coming up in the train,’ said Sylvester, putting their cups on a tray and setting off up the stairs, ‘I saw the most extraordinary thing.’

‘What?’ Rebecca sat on the sofa with her legs apart.

About to sit in an armchair opposite, Sylvester changed tack to sit next to her on the sofa. The brevity of Rebecca’s skirts unnerved him. ‘I am easily unnerved,’ he said.

‘You are too easily unnerved. What was this thing?’ Rebecca reached for her cup.

‘A sheep.’

‘A sheep?’

‘On its back.’ Sylvester explained the sheep, the rescuing girl, the drama, the guard, the twitcher, the broken glasses.

‘The train must have been going very slowly,’ said Rebecca.

‘InterCity trains go very fast, at least a hundred miles an hour.’ Sylvester gulped his tea, hot, strong, just as he liked it.

‘Not on Sundays. On Sundays they mend the track, the trains go slow. The train must have been going very slowly or it would not have been able to stop still within reach of the sheep. The girl would have had to run back miles to reach it if the train had been going fast.’ Rebecca, knowing best, gripped her saucer. ‘I expect you were asleep when she stopped the train,’ she said.

‘I smelled the brakes,’ said Sylvester.

‘You and your sense of smell! Did you speak to her?’

‘No. I told you.’

‘You wanted to, but you hesitated. You are a terrible hesitator,’ accused Rebecca.

Once, for a brief moment, I was tempted to make love to you but I hesitated, thought Sylvester, and laughed.

‘What’s the joke?’ asked Rebecca. ‘The way you tell it, it’s a sad story. You said the girl looked mad.’

‘No. The oafish bird-watcher suggested she was mad – she looked terribly sad, not mad at all. I should say she was perfectly sane.’

‘How could you see all this without your glasses? You say you broke them. Let me see your hand.’ Rebecca took Sylvester’s hand. ‘Gosh, Sylvester, that’s a nasty cut. Shouldn’t it be stitched? Let me get you a plaster.’

‘No.’ Sylvester withdrew his hand. ‘Thanks, but no. It’s OK.’

‘And you must get new bifocals. Shall I make an appointment for you?’

‘You are no longer my secretary,’ said Sylvester.

‘I’ll ring your oculist tomorrow.’

‘No thanks,’ said Sylvester and thought: mustn’t tell her I no longer go to him.

‘Have it your own way, I’m only trying to help.’ Rebecca pursed her lips. ‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘sad story, poor little sheep.’

‘It was a very large sheep, probably a Texel. They are the largest breed.’

‘Does it matter?’ Rebecca was tiring of the sheep.

Sylvester said, ‘No.’

‘So what else did Celia take?’ Rebecca’s eyes probed the room. ‘Books?’

‘She hardly reads.’

‘I see she has taken the Meissen pugs and the Chelsea bowl, oh, and the Capo di Monte snuff boxes.’

‘She gave them to me. She’s taken everything she ever gave me. And her furniture, of course.’

Rebecca said, ‘Oh my!’

‘She never gave me anything unless she wanted it herself.’ Sylvester stretched his legs and looked round the room, savouring the lack of clutter.

‘I think Celia has been utterly outrageous,’ said Rebecca, ‘and I am a feminist. Has she left you any sheets? I remember when you married, it was she who brought the bed linen. If she has purloined the sheets I can lend you some. Bath towels, too. She’s probably taken those. I’d better go and look.’ Rebecca rose, stabbing a sharp heel into the parquet, raising her bulk from the sofa in a surprisingly spry movement.

Sylvester said, ‘No, no. Please don’t bother, Rebecca. Everything is fine. I’ll see you out,’ he said, assuming she would go, thinking that there would be another carry-on if she saw all the new stuff he had bought at Habitat.

‘I’ll just wash our cups,’ said Rebecca, gripping the tray. ‘I gave you these cups when you married,’ she said. ‘I’m glad Celia left them with you.’

‘So you did. No, Rebecca, please leave it. I am capable of washing a teacup.’ Sylvester inclined his torso towards the door.

‘Promise me you will let me know if there is anything I can do,’ Rebecca relinquished the tray but stood her ground. ‘I’m glad she left you the sofa,’ she said, her eyes making an inventory of the room. ‘Did she leave you the bed?’

Sylvester said, ‘Yes.’

‘M-m. That figures, yes. You will need somebody to come in and clean. I’ll ring the agency I deal with and get you a cleaner.’

‘Please don’t bother,’ said Sylvester. ‘I propose to manage without.’

‘You can’t possibly manage, I—’

‘I don’t want a cleaner. I don’t want the noise of Hoovers. I cannot cope with all the talk.’

‘Talk is part of the wage, you have to talk. You learn a lot, it’s interesting.’

‘No, thank you. I shall manage, Rebecca.’

‘The house will be a shambles within a week, unwashed dishes, soggy bath towels on the floor and you will run out of loo paper. Marriage has not changed you.’

‘Rebecca, please stop bossing me. You are no longer my—’

‘Secretary. I know, but I will get you a cleaner who comes when you are out, and while I am about it I will get the locks changed. You will live to thank me and be properly grateful.’

Sylvester laughed. ‘You are a bossy lady.’

Rebecca said, ‘I am. I should not tell you this,’ she said, moving at last towards the door, ‘but Celia once told me that you bored her.’

‘I bored her because she bored me,’ said Sylvester equably and pecked Rebecca’s cheek. ‘Goodbye.’

Closing the door on Rebecca’s departing back Sylvester Wykes sniffed the air of his empty house and, sensing no lingering trace of ‘Emotion’, let out a whoop.
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