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This book is fondly dedicated to Viv Carne, our beloved Cornish Tigger, who sadly died on June 26th 2010.
Once upon a time, through a wonderful thing called internet, a woman wandered into my life and she spread love and light into all the dark places and filled the quiet times with laughter.
The world is a brighter place for having known you.
You'll be missed, by more than just me. Your footprints in my soul will be cherished for years to come.
The Map and The Stone was written for my beloved, and mostly patient, children, Rowan and Morgan. You've put up with a slightly crazy Mum, and you seem to think it's fairly cool to be able to say Mum is a writer.
You've have been badgering me for a book that you can read ever since The Portal Between was published.
Kids, this one’s for you, thanks for your patience, your love and your hugs.
Thanks are owed to the assorted people, young and adult, who have test read and helped with editing. Thanks, in no particular order, to Nikki, Kirsty, Fiona, Mel and Heather.
Also to friends, family and various people who put up with me as I write.
Gratitude and appreciation to Mairi Frost, Sarah Williams, Steven Blood and Jo-Ann McCullough, who have contributed to the art work both for the cover and interior images. Please do look them up if you have a moment.
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The boy's name was Rhys Newton and he was ten years old. He had dark curly hair and brown eyes and he lived with his mum, whose name was Lou, in a council house in a market town right in the middle of England.
Rhys found things.
He found things when no-one else could; it was as if they jumped out at him.
“Where have you put it?” Rhys'’s mum asked him with that look that only mums can do. “I need my phone, what have you done with it? I know it’s you. You’re the only other person here and I know I left it by the kettle. Where is it?” She advanced on him across the kitchen, face turning deeper red as she got herself all worked up and he braced himself for the anger that was welling up in her. The worktop beside the kettle was conspicuously empty with no sign of the phone.
“I don’t know where your phone is, Mum. I didn’t move it.” Rhys backed away slowly, trying to think where the missing pink phone might be. He knew he would be the one to find it but he didn’t know how. It would just turn up. He also knew that would mean that she’d blame him for its disappearance in the first place.
In his last year of primary school, Rhys had already learned to be very careful. He was a bright boy with an over-active imagination, or so his class teacher said and she said he’d have to stop daydreaming when he went up to the big school, Claypits.
Rhys’ dark curly hair refused to lay flat. His mum wouldn’t let him have it cropped short because she said she loved his curls and liked to ruffle them when she was in a good mood, which wasn’t very often these days. Rhys knew that his hair and eyes reminded her of his dad and that was also the reason she was always short tempered. He couldn’t talk to her and he couldn’t tell her that he missed his dad too, she just got angry. So Rhys kept it all inside and he could feel it building up in his head as if it’d explode out of him at some point if he let it.
“Oh, go and look again.” she told him as she stamped upstairs to look in her bedroom, again.
Rhys breathed a sigh of relief. This usually meant that she’d given up being angry, would go and cry until her hazel eyes were red. Then she’d tell him it was hay fever, even though it was November and there was no chance of pollen anywhere. Then she’d brush her short brown hair that lay flat and lifeless against her scalp and she’d pull herself together for a while.
He glanced round the kitchen and sure enough, the pink phone was laying exactly where she’d left it and exactly where it hadn’t been only moments before, as if it had waited until he was alone to reappear. It lay accusingly beside the kettle and Rhys sighed. Now the phone had turned up they could go shopping. Rhys hated shopping. His mum would still glare at him as if to say he’d moved the phone and then put it back and he knew he hadn’t.
So Rhys gathered up the collection of cloth shopping bags and stood at the back door gazing out into the garden which was wet and muddy after all the rain they’d had through the week. The flower beds that his mum used to slave over to keep looking nice were ragged and overgrown with more weeds than anything else now.
As the drizzle drifted down and hazed the garden into grey, Rhys thought he saw a movement under the hedge that ran along the far end and blocked the main road from sight. Not that it stopped the noise of the rumbling traffic that ran past all through the nights but at least it blocked most of the view. Rhys narrowed his eyes and peered down the garden but he couldn’t see anything and he didn’t feel like going out in the rain to look more closely. He often thought he saw things moving out of the corner of his eye but he didn’t say anything because it felt weird and he didn’t want anyone to think he was mad.
Her hand fell on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Rhys, the phone was there by the kettle with something half over it and I didn’t see it. I just feel lost without it.” It was an apology and she sounded tired. Rhys leaned into his mum’s hand and she slid it further round him in a hug that was warm and cosy like a soft fleecy blanket and Rhys let the feeling spread through him, treasuring it until she pulled away. “Time to do the shopping,” she said and she left him to lock the back door and bring the bags to the car.
He smiled as he turned the key in the stiff lock and slid the top bolt home as well. The paint was peeling on the outside of the plain white back door and Rhys’s mum was always saying she’d get round to painting it a different colour one day, but one day never seemed to come. Dragging his feet, Rhys wandered through the house, which was also looking grubby, a little bit shabby, in need of painting and a good clean. He hunched his shoulders and joined his mum in the car, which had another rust spot and today had decided to take only three tries before it would start and stay running. He sat in the front passenger seat, mainly because he knew his mum hated that seat being empty, and partly because it made him feel very grown up to sit there when he knew all his friends were still made to sit in the back.
As they pulled into a space in the supermarket car park, Rhys thought he saw something climbing in the trees that were planted in an attempt to break up the monotonous concrete and tarmac. It was a thin-trunked tree with pale patchy bark and small bright green leaves, but he had no idea what sort it might be, other than it wasn’t the sort that dropped conkers. A finger poked him on the arm and he blinked.
“Sorry, Mum, I’ll bring the bags.” He opened the car door and climbed out. The movement in the tree was there in the corner of his eye again but although he glanced at it he couldn’t see anything. His foot caught on something on the ground and he looked down. “Mum!” he called. “look, a pound, can I keep it?” He rubbed the mud from the coin and it caught the sun to shine golden in his hand as he held it out to show her.
“Where did you find that?” his mum asked as she came round the car to his side.
“It was in the soil near this tree.” He pointed and she looked.
“Well, there’s no car here and no-one about so I guess you can keep it.” She ruffled his dark curly hair and smiled. “Could have done with it being a tenner though. Put it in your pocket.”
In the supermarket, Rhys could feel the coin hard in his jeans pocket and he made sure he was extra helpful and really well behaved so he could ask his mum if he could spend the money on some sweets. She left him at the shelves filled with sweets, chocolate and other delicious things while she went to find toilet rolls. Rhys pulled out the coin and stared at it, then looked at the end of the shelves where his mum had disappeared and he reached out and selected a bag of sweets for himself and then he looked over at a shelf further on where he grinned at his mum’s favourite chocolate bar. He didn’t quite have enough for both so he put his own bag of sweets back and chose a smaller one. They weren’t his favourites but he felt this was important. He carefully hid the chocolate bar underneath his own choice and went round the corner to find his mum.
She was looking at the posh toilet rolls, the nice soft, thick ones with nice pictures on the packaging and there was a sad look on her face as she picked up the cheaper ones and put them in her trolley.
“Can I pay for this by myself?” Rhys asked as she noticed him.
“Of course you can,” she said, looking at her shopping list and crossing off the things already in the trolley and adding the prices into the calculator on her phone. “I think we can just about afford chips for tea if you like.”
“Why don’t we get some frozen chips and fish in here instead?” Rhys suggested, knowing that money was tight and although popping to the chip shop was a treat it would be useful to have that little bit extra just in case they needed it.
“Rhys, you’re a good boy. Why don’t you go and see if they have tins of mushy peas too, or curry sauce. Which ever one you want, you can choose.” His mum smiled at him and it was genuinely warm and Rhys felt it wash through him, knowing she’d love the chocolate if he could manage to buy it as a surprise. He walked through the aisles to find the right one with the tins of beans, peas and similar things and he turned the coin over in his pocket as he walked. Once in the right place he chose a tin of curry sauce.
When he caught up with his mum, Rhys found her pulling a bag of thick cut frozen chips from the freezer. He dropped the tin of sauce on top of them, beside the small orange pumpkin. Then they made their way to the checkout where there were, unusually, two with no queue, right beside each other.
“I’m going to do this on my own.” Rhys announced as he stepped over to the other till, leaving his mum to sort out the main shopping. He managed to pay for his own sweets and her chocolate without her noticing.
The till operator smiled at him. “That chocolate is on a buy one get one free if you want to go and grab another one.”
“Really?” He grinned. “I’ll be really quick!” and he ran off back to get a second bar as his mum scowled at him running in the shop.
“Come back here young man!” she called but Rhys didn’t hear her and he ran on, fetched the chocolate and tucked it into his bag with the receipt. Then he helped to pack the shopping as it was scanned through the till. His mum scowled at him but Rhys didn’t care, he was bubbling up inside with the idea that he’d been able to buy her a present that might make her happy.
As Rhys was unloading the car at home he kept glancing round, hoping to see that flicker of movement again. But he saw nothing as he carried bag after bag through the house and into the small kitchen. He made sure that he kept his own bag separate and tucked it behind one of the chairs in the living room.
“Shall I put the kettle on and make a cup of tea for you while you put things away?” he offered and his mum looked up at him from where she was putting packets into the freezer.
“That would be lovely, thank you.” She smiled and it really lit up her tired eyes. “Do you want the chips for tea tonight? Or something else?”
“Chips are good, Mum.” Rhys pulled out mugs and tea bags. “Can I have a cup of tea with you?”
“Of course you can, but only one or you’ll not sleep tonight.” She went back to putting away the last of the shopping.
Rhys made the tea and carried it through to the living room where he put both mugs down on the low coffee table that sat between the two mismatched, but comfortable, armchairs. Then he glanced towards the kitchen door to check his mum was still putting the shopping away before he reached behind the chair for the sweets and chocolate. He placed both chocolate bars beside his mum’s mug and sat back to wait for her.
“You’re very thoughtful today, what’s got into you?” she commented as she sat in the chair beside him and picked up her mug. “Are you going to eat your chocolate?”
“I have these.” Rhys waved his bag of mixed sweets at her. “That’s for you. They were on offer so I got you something too. I thought that pound was a special surprise and I should share it.”
His mum’s hand shook a little and she put her tea down again without tasting it. “Really?” she asked and he nodded. “That’s my favourite.” He nodded again. “I thought you were messing about in the shop. I’m sorry. That’s a lovely thing to do.” She picked up one of the bars and opened it slowly, peeling off the paper outer sleeve and setting it neatly on the table. Then she tore into the foil inner wrapper and broke a piece off and offered it to Rhys.
“No thanks, Mum, I don’t like that one, it’s too dark, not sweet enough.” He grinned as he bit into the first of the sweets from his own bag, which held an assortment of flavours and textures that he knew he’d enjoy and he might even make them last a few days.
“Sometimes you are so grown up.” his mum said as she popped a piece of chocolate into her mouth with a smile. “I love you to bits my big boy.”
“Mum!” He protested with a grin. “I love you too. Can I watch telly now?”
“Have you done all your homework?”
“Not quite.”
“Then you can watch telly when it’s finished and not before.” She ate half the first bar of chocolate and carefully wrapped it back up to save for later and she drank her tea slowly. “That’s a good cup of tea, Rhys, I think I’ll have to get you to make it more often.” She got up to take her mug into the kitchen and rested a hand on his shoulder. “Come on you, homework. Get your things together and sit at the kitchen table.”
“Can’t I do it in here?” Rhys protested, glancing longingly at the TV in the corner.
“No. You sit properly at the table, you know what Mrs Hartshorn said. You need to sit at a table to do homework, not sprawl on the floor.” His mum was firm, and although Rhys scowled and muttered, he still pulled out his pencil case and books and settled down to do his homework at the table. Reluctantly he began work on maths problems that he’d only half finished the evening before. He didn’t find maths easy, he didn’t find anything easy at school. He tried his best but he still struggled and he dreaded going to secondary school as he was convinced he wouldn’t cope. But it was approaching fast and at the end of this school year he’d be going and there was no stopping it. Eventually the maths was finished and Rhys pulled out another worksheet that he had to complete and he started on that.
He fidgeted and rolled his shoulders. He dropped his pencil and broke the end so it needed sharpening. He wasted more time than it took to get the work done and by the end the worksheet was crumpled and grubby and Rhys sighed. As he put the homework back into his bag a movement caught his eye near the fridge.
It was a battered and dented thing that used to be polished steel but was more scratched and scuffed now but it still worked. The movement had been near where the door opened, at the bottom, on the floor. Rhys stared at the dark space under the fridge and thought he saw something there, which didn’t surprise him as there was often stuff that got knocked under there and no-one could get it back out again.
Rhys stared as a piece of paper was pushed out, just a corner, but definitely being pushed.
“MUM!” he shouted, “I think we’ve got mice or something!”
She came running to find him with his legs pulled up onto his chair and his school bag clutched tightly in his lap.
“Where?” she asked, her voice shaking slightly.
“Under the fridge,” Rhys told her, pointing at the corner of paper poking out. “That moved like it was being pushed out from underneath.”
His mum took a wooden spoon and pressed it to the paper to pin it to the floor. Then she leaned on it and pulled it towards her to drag it out. It was dusty and dirty but the edges were neat and clean.
“That’s odd,” she murmured, “I’d expect mice to have chewed it. Maybe it was the air from the back of the fridge just blew it back out?” She wiped some of the muck off and looked at it. “It’s an envelope but there’s no name or address on it. Shall we open it?”
“Mum, we’ve lived here since I was two and that fridge was old then. Whatever is in that envelope is ours.” Rhys was still curled on his chair, refusing to put his feet on the floor.
“Here, you open it.” She dropped the dusty envelope on the table and reached for the long black torch she kept on the shelf above the fridge. Turning it on she lay on the floor to shine it into the dark space where the envelope had come from. “I can’t see anything.” She frowned, cleared the clutter from the top of the fridge and stretched over to shine the torch down the back. “Nothing there either and I’ve never seen any sign of mice in the house. I don’t think it was anything to worry about Rhys but I’ll keep an eye out anyway.”
“OK, Mum.” Rhys climbed off the chair and took his school bag out to the living room where he leaned it on the windowsill, where it always lived and where it would be ready for school on Monday.
“Rhys?” She called him back into the kitchen. “Are you going to open it or shall I?”
“You can if you want.” He shrugged. “It’s probably empty anyway.”
She wiped off the dust and Rhys stayed to watch, intrigued by what might be inside despite what he’d said. The envelope had been white once and was stuck down firmly but was flat and thin and couldn’t contain much, perhaps a letter that had never been sent or maybe one of those thank you letters that Rhys had been made to write every birthday and every Christmas.
She turned it over and Rhys watched, his eyes not blinking, not wanting to miss a moment in case it was something exciting. The paper of the envelope was thin and cheap but it had clearly survived under the fridge with no harm. Rhys could smell the mustiness and slight damp coming from it and he pressed up against his mum as she began to ease her fingers into the small gap at the end of the glue that held the flap down.
“It might be empty,” she said, echoing his shrug from before as the paper began to tear. There was something inside, a piece of paper and Rhys craned round to try and see what it was as his mum opened the envelope fully and widened it so she could see inside before she reached in to take hold of it. Frowning in concentration she eased a finger tip and thumb into the opening and took hold of the paper.
Rhys glanced away as he heard a skittering sound under the fridge but he saw nothing and the sound stopped as he moved.
She pulled out the paper and it was crumpled and torn at the edges. There were marks on both sides and his mum started to laugh as she unfolded it.
“It’s one of your treasure maps from when you were six.” She grinned and held it out to him. “I bet you hid it under there and then couldn’t get it out again.”
Rhys stared at it. The paper was certainly a map and badly drawn, but it wasn’t one that he’d made. He still had his best map tucked into a book in his bedroom and this was nothing like it but he didn’t tell his mum that, he just smiled and tucked it back into the envelope and then put that in his pocket.
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That night he didn’t sleep well, waking at the small sounds that are normal through the night and believing they were somehow more than they usually were. He was still concerned that there were mice in the kitchen and very glad that he slept on the top of a high bed with a chair and desk underneath him. His pirate duvet was warm and cosy even though it was a bit lumpy. Rhys buried his head into his pillow beside his old bear that still sat in the corner of the bed. He didn’t actually clutch the bear in his sleep any more, but he did like it to be there. The bear was soft and shapeless in the middle with harder hands and feet. It had deep chocolate brown fur with shining golden eyes and a black stitched nose and mouth that was slightly lop-sided and looked like it was smiling. One ear was flopped down while the other stood proud, but bald, where Rhys had chewed it as a baby.
All too soon his mum was calling him to wake up and come and have some breakfast. Rhys’ trouser pocket crinkled as he pulled them on and he remembered the envelope from the day before. He pulled it out, slid the paper out and unfolded it.
The map was basic, like one a child might draw. It was on crumpled paper like it had been screwed up, just like Rhys remembered doing to the treasure maps he used to draw. The lines were sharp although the ink was faded and the colours had lost their brilliance.
“Rhys!” his mum called. “Get dressed and come down before the porridge gets cold.” He stuck the map back into the envelope and then slipped the envelope back into his pocket before he went downstairs. He followed the smell of hot porridge with a banana sliced on to it before his mum drizzled it with syrup. There was a glass of orange juice too and Rhys felt the envelope crinkle in his pocket as he sat down and picked up his spoon to stir the steaming bowlful of porridge in front of him.
“When can we carve the pumpkin?” he asked and he spooned porridge into his mouth, spluttering when it was hot and burned his lips and tongue. His mum slid the cold orange juice closer to his hand as he fanned his face and tried to cool the heat there.
“Whenever you like, I thought I’d leave it all up to you this year, unless you want my help?”
“Can you cut the top off first? That needs to be neat so the lid fits back on. And can we make pumpkin soup?” Rhys blew on his porridge to cool it before dipping his spoon back in and even then he tested his spoonful with the tip of his tongue before putting it into his mouth.
“Of course I will. Shall I do that now so you can have all day to work on it?”
“Yes please, then it’ll be ready when it gets dark. Can I put it in the window like last year? Can I go trick or treating with Craig and Tom and Cam?” Rhys spoke indistinctly around a mouthful of porridge. His mum laughed and nodded at him as she reached for the pumpkin and a sharp knife.
“Is someone’s mum or dad going round with you?” she asked. Rhys’ mum didn’t like trick or treating and was wary of leaving her home empty for other people’s children to do unspeakable things to because no-one was in. There’d been eggs on the windows one year, mud smeared on the car another time, but at least it had only been mud. So she tried to stay at home for the evening even if it meant she ended up having to buy extra sweets for the trick or treaters who knocked at the door.
“I think Cam’s mum is coming, or maybe his dad, but one of them.” Rhys scraped out the last tiny bit of porridge from his bowl and pushed it to one side.
“Ahem.” His mum coughed pointedly.
Rhys looked bemused for a moment while she looked him in the eye, flicking her glance to the bowl and back to him again. “Oh, right. Yeah. Sink,” he said eventually.
“And you can wash up too,” she said, handing him her own bowl and glass.
“Aw, Mum!” he wailed. “I don’t want to.”
She stared, unblinking as he fumed and glared at her and her outstretched hand with the bowl and glass in it.
“You always make me wash up, I hate it and you should do it for a change.”
One of her eyebrows raised slightly as she sat out the storm that was Rhys’ aversion to housework. He muttered and grumbled and at one point he even sat back down, folded his arms and declared. “I don’t want to carve your stupid pumpkin anyway, or go trick or treating, it’s for little kids and you can ground me if you want.”
“Do you want to be grounded and miss out on time with your friends and making our pumpkin for Hallowe’en, just because you don’t want to wash up two bowls and two glasses?” His mum commented, knowing it would only fuel his temper but unable to resist.
“And a manky, disgusting saucepan.” Rhys scowled.
“I haven’t asked you to do the pan, Rhys, only the bowls and glasses. The pan has burned porridge in, like it always does so I’ll soak it and do it later. You know I will and you know you’ll have to do the job anyway so why are you making a big deal of it?” She knew this was part of his growing up and part of him trying to assert himself. But it was just the two of them now and she had to make sure he took some responsibility round the house. She did ask him to do some things, such as the easy bits of washing up and some of the tidying. This was also why she made sure they went shopping together so he saw what was needed and he helped dealing with money and living on a very tight budget.
Still grumbling, Rhys ran hot water into the sink and washed up the breakfast things and last of all, he filled the porridge pan with hot soapy water so it could soak. By the time he’d finished washing up, the top was off the pumpkin and the lid was in a ragged star shape with the remains of the stalk as a handle.
“Could we try growing one next year?” he asked, wiping his hands on a tea towel.
“We can try if you want.” His mum trimmed the flesh from the inside of the lid and neatened the edges before setting it aside and leaving Rhys to haul out the seeds and slimy bits. He scraped at the inside with a spoon and carefully put the flesh separate from the seeds. The seeds would be put out for the birds. The scooped out flesh would be made into soup for dinner that evening and they’d bought some special crusty bread to go with it. Rhys was looking forward to the evening.
Through the day Rhys’ mum had him clearing up as well as decorating the living room window with spider webs, fat fabric spiders, dangling skeletons and flying witches. In the corner sat the orange pumpkin, carved with triangular eyes and a gaping mouth with one solitary tooth. It had a small candle sitting inside it to be lit as the sun went down and other assorted candles were sitting in the window as well. They made cheese on toast for lunch and Rhys was allowed to go out to see his friends after he’d hoovered the living room. He did it reluctantly and with a lot of grumbling, but he did it.
He pulled on a coat but didn’t bother doing it up as the day was mild and the sky was soft blue with a scattering of high white clouds. If it hadn’t been cool it might have been a summer sky.
“This weather’s weird.” Lou muttered as she closed the front door behind him and watched him walk off down the road and she knew he was going to call on Craig first.
It took Rhys less than five minutes to reach Craig’s house and he banged on the blue front door, knowing that the bell hadn’t worked for as long as they’d known each other, but no-one had bothered taking the button away. Craig’s dad said it stopped people who were trying to sell him things he didn’t want. They could press the bell as much as they liked and no-one would answer the door. Rhys liked Craig’s dad. He was a tall man, towering over everyone Rhys knew, but he wasn’t scary. He had a wide smile and a laugh that made you want to laugh with him. His big hands were gentle and strong at the same time and hairy on the back, pale hair that curled like wire. His neat blond goatee beard wriggled when he smiled and he was laughing as he opened the door, bright blue eyes shining as he looked down at Rhys.
“Good afternoon young man, what can we do for you?”
“Hi, Mr B. Is Craig in?” Rhys waited until he was waved in.
“He’s in his room, playing some game or other. Go on up.” Mr Bartholomew, or Mr B as he was known to most of Craig’s friends, was a postman who worked the earliest shifts he could so he could be at home for his family during the evenings. Mrs Bartholomew was much shorter than her husband and was also blonde but with a red glint in her long, straight, fair hair when the sun caught it the right way. She worked at the school the boys went to as the cook and everyone liked her dinners.
“Hello, Mrs B!” Rhys called as he ran up the stairs.
“Hi, Rhys.” She called back and he could smell sweet baking wafting through the house. “Tell Craig the gingerbread biscuits will be ready in about ten minutes?”
“I will.”
Craig’s bedroom door was open and the lights flickering on the walls and the sounds of engines told Rhys that he was playing his new racing game.
“Can I race you?” Rhys leaned on the door and waited until Craig looked up at him and grinned.
“Yeah, just let me finish this race and then I can set it for two players. But I thought we were going round to Tom and Cam’s so we can go trick or treating?” Craig’s blue eyes were fixed on the screen as his car splashed through mud and skidded off the track. Blond hair flopped into his eyes and stuck up at the back of his head where it never lay flat no matter what he did with it or how it was cut.
“We’re not going ‘til after it’s dark though, that’d be daft.” Rhys sat on Craig’s bed and the envelope crinkled in his back pocket. “Your mum said the ginger biscuits will be ready in a bit and my mum is expecting me to go home for dinner before we go and get Tom and Cam and we need a grown up with us or she won’t let me come.”
“Cam’s dad will come with us.” Craig was frowning at his game where his car had crashed again and it was obvious that he wasn’t going to win. “Oh I give up, I can’t win this.” Craig stabbed a finger at the power button and turned the game off and threw the controller on the floor. “I can smell baking!”
“I told you that.” Rhys shook his head and as he did, something moved the controller to a place closer to the shelf where it was supposed to live. Something was pulling at the cable. He blinked and stared for a moment but it didn’t move again so he shrugged, put the controller on the shelf and followed Craig downstairs where Craig’s mum was lifting ginger biscuits cut in an assortment of different shapes from the oven.
“Not these.” She scolded and gently slapped his reaching fingers away from the searing hot tray. “They’re too soft and too hot. Have one from the side there.” She nodded to a pile of cooling biscuits and both boys slid past her to breathe in the delicious smell coming from them. “Just one each or you’ll spoil your tea!” she called over her shoulder as they thought about taking more. “Are you heading over to Cam’s to see if he and Tom are trick or treating tonight?”
“Yeah.” Craig mumbled, trying not to spray crumbs everywhere. The two boys ran for the front door.
“DOOR!” Mr B roared as it swung open again and the boys raced down the road so he shut it behind them, shaking his head with a smile. “Exactly like I was at that age.” He wandered into the kitchen and slid his arms round his wife, sneaking a biscuit as he did.
“Oy!” She swatted at him. “You’re worse than the boys.”
Rhys and Craig slowed once they were round the corner at the end of the road, helpless with laughter and covered in biscuit crumbs. They brushed themselves off and started to walk the mile or so to Tom and Cam’s house along roads increasingly lined with trees and where the gardens were more cared for and the houses were larger and the cars in front of them were newer. Cameron’s mum’s car was there, parked crookedly on the gravelled drive. That meant that at least Cam’s mum was home and they could find out about trick or treating later that evening.
They crunched across the gravel to the back door, knowing that the family never used the front, and they knocked on the open door even though they could see Cam’s mum moving around the kitchen making soup. She turned round and pushed her dark hair back from her face, running her fingers through it to put it back into the ponytail it had fallen out of.
“Oh, hello you two, are you looking for Cam and Tom?” She smiled warmly. “I’m afraid they’re out at Andrew’s for the afternoon but they’ll be back later. Can I give them a message for you?”
“Do you know if they still want to come trick or treating with us? And my mum wants to know if you or Cam’s dad would be with us so we have a grown up to make sure we behave.” Rhys rolled his eyes and Cam’s mum laughed. “I’m sure Jack’s going out with the boys and he won’t mind a couple of extras if he doesn’t know already. I’m staying home with the girls so we can hand out sweets. Make sure you come and trick us won’t you?”
“We will.” Craig and Rhys chorused.
“Do you want to come over here around six and then you can all go out together?” She stirred the soup. “I’ll make sure Jack and the boys know you’re coming. Are you dressing up?”
“I’m a vampire.” Rhys grinned.
“I’m a werewolf,” Craig snarled, but then spoiled it by giggling.
“Right then boys, I have to finish up here so I’ll see you later?” She wiped her hands on a tea towel and waited until they both nodded and ran off down the drive and back to the road.
When Rhys got home he was given the job of gathering and preparing the ingredients for the pumpkin soup so he peered at diced onion through weeping, sore eyes. He weighed out butter and the pumpkin flesh from earlier that day. He found a stock cube, measuring jug and pulled the bottle of milk from the fridge.
“Mum, have we got any parmesan?” He asked over his shoulder.
His mum was sitting at the kitchen table with a pile of bills. “Sorry Rhys, we haven’t but normal cheese will do if you want some grated and sprinkled on top?”
“It’s all weighed out and chopped Mum. What do I do next?”
“Do you want to make it? Do the whole thing from start to finish?” She didn’t feel like cooking, but she would happily sit and supervise, and she could step in to save things if she needed to.
“If I make the soup do you wash up?” Rhys turned to look her in the eye and she frowned at him.
“I suppose you have a point,” she agreed reluctantly. “Yes, if you make the soup then I’ll clear up and wash up. But only if it’s edible.”
Rhys laughed. “Of course it’ll be edible. I’m a genius at cooking!”
“Yeah, right,” she snorted, “I don’t think you can go far wrong as long as you don’t burn it! First put the butter in that big saucepan and turn the ring on low to melt it. Once the butter’s melted then put your chopped onion in and cook it until it goes soft. Let me know when you’ve done that and be careful with the cooker, it’s hot.”
“I know Mum!” Rhys protested. “Which spoon can I use?”
“Any you want, you choose.” She was sorting through the bills again and looked worried. “Try not to let the onions go brown though, keep stirring them.” She sounded distracted and as Rhys looked over at her, she sighed.
After about an hour the soup was ready and the bread warming in the oven. The combined smells made Rhys’ mouth water as his mum ladled soup into bowls and into two pots for the freezer. “That’s two more dinners for another day.” She smiled at him and she licked the ladle. “Well done, it tastes really good too.”
Later that evening a vampire with white face and blood dripping fangs swirled his long black cloak in the cold night air and breathed clouds of steam as he giggled along the road.
“You shouldn’t be able to do that,” the werewolf beside him said with a growl. Hairy, clawed hands poked from torn sleeves and fur spilled from rips in a tattered shirt under a fake leather jacket. Dark trousers bore the marks of an apparently recent feast, vivid red splashed down one leg. “Vampires are undead, they don’t breathe.”
“So?” Rhys scowled. “I’m not really dead and I’m not really a vampire and I like making it look like smoke. Maybe I should have been a demon instead and then smoke would have been right.” He kicked at the pavement and a stone flew from his foot into a hedge and something small and dark with glittering eyes ran out, stopped and froze at the sight of them and then ran back in.
“What was that?” Craig stared. “It was too small for a dog and too big for a cat."
“Nah, it didn’t have a tail.” Rhys crouched down, cape spilling across the pavement behind him, and peered under the hedge. “I can’t see it.”
Just then a car drove past and its headlights lit up the hedge for a moment and both boys were on their knees peering under the hedge. “I can’t see anything either.” Craig got back to his feet. “Whatever it was it’s gone now.” He glanced at his watch. “Come on, it’s almost six.” They gave up and ran the rest of the way to Tom and Cam’s house, arriving so out of breath that their chests heaved and the breathed steamed from their gaping mouths.
“Vampires are the undead; you shouldn’t be getting out of breath.” Cam’s dad was the same height as his mum with unruly curly dark hair and a smile that wrinkled his eyes and made them sparkle. He wasn’t dressed up but he did have a short, dark jacket on and he had a torch in one hand. “Does anyone need the toilet before we go? Has everyone got something to carry sweeties in? Because if you haven’t, then I get them all,” he teased and Cam pushed him as they all held up bags for collecting their treats. Jack moved to the back door, which was now strewn with skeletons and a large bat, and there was a carved pumpkin on either side of the step, candles flickering in each one. “Kate?” he called. “Rhys and Craig are here, we’re off out. I’ll make sure they get home before I bring Tom and Cam back.”
Kate called something indistinct from the kitchen and then stuck her head out of the door. “Do I get hugs from my two monsters or is that very uncool?” Tom and Cam grinned and hugged her close and she pushed them away towards Jack waiting with Rhys and Craig on the drive. Tom had his face painted green and his torn shirt and painted on scars matched the over-sized boots that meant he was Frankenstein’s monster. Cam wore a scarlet cape over a black shirt and trousers with red horns and he carried a trident spear. His face wasn’t painted but his dark hair had been allowed to grow so it fell almost into his eyes and that helped with the demon-monster look. All four boys carried small cloth bags decorated with stars, moons, witches and bats, ready to be filled with whatever treats they managed to collect along the way.
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She was finishing washing up after clearing up the kitchen when there was yet another knock at the door. She sighed and her shoulders sagged as she picked up the plastic bowl with the last few sweets in and walked to the front door, hoping it wasn’t a large group of children this time as she was about to run out of treats.
Four costumed children stood there, a vampire, a werewolf, Frankenstein’s Monster and a demon, accompanied by a man who was taller than her but not huge. His unruly dark hair was scruffy and his face shadowed but his eyes smiled at her as she opened the door.
“TRICK OR TREAT!” The children chorused.
“Hey!” the man told them. “You can’t trick or treat your own house, Rhys!”
The vampire grinned a bit sheepishly. “Oh alright then.” He turned to face the man. “Thanks, Mr Morgan.”
“I told you, call me Jack, every one else does, even Tom.” Jack smiled warmly. “Make sure you share some of that with your mum.” He looked over Rhys’ head at her. “Kate made me promise that I’d see him home safely before I’m allowed to go back. Craig too.” He shepherded the other three boys away as Rhys went indoors. Rhys’ mum grabbed him for a hug as he went past her.
“Thank you,” Rhys' mum called to the retreating figure and he half turned to wave, ushering the rest of the boys down the road towards Craig’s house. She closed and locked the door behind her as she went inside.
“Rhys?” she called.
“Yes Mum?” He was only a few steps away.
“Would you take down the decorations so we don’t get any more trick or treaters? I’m out of sweets and I’ve had enough. It’s late, it’s school in the morning and you need to have a bath and go to bed.” She sank into her favourite chair.
“I can do that,” Rhys agreed. “If I make you a cup of tea can I eat some of my sweets? Cam’s dad said I should share them with you, do you want some?” He offered her his bag and looking into it Lou could see that it was filled with brightly coloured sweets, fizzy laces and similar sugar-laden treats with little or no nutritional value and filled with artificial flavours and colourings. But lurking part way down was a familiar wrapper.
“Ooh, mini Mars!” she exclaimed. “Can I have that one?”
“Yeah.” Rhys left the bag in her lap. “I think there’s a Twix further down if you want that too.” He heard her rummaging through the bag as he filled the kettle and turned it on.
“No Twix but there’s another mini chocolate bar that’s a bit like one.” His mum called through to the kitchen. “You can keep all the little kid sweets and you can eat what you like but when they’re gone then they’re gone and don’t expect any sympathy if you make yourself feel sick.”
“I won’t,” Rhys called back amid the sound of the kettle beginning to boil and mugs clattering and banging together. “Can I make myself a hot juice?”
“Yes, of course you can.”
It wasn’t long before Rhys brought her tea in and she allowed herself to relax a bit while she ate the small chocolate bars and drank the hot tea he’d made.
“Nice cuppa, thank you.” She complimented him with a smile. “Is your bag ready for school tomorrow, and your uniform? Got P.E kit sorted?”
Rhys pulled a face. “Yes Mum, it’s all ready.” He hoped it was, but he hadn’t looked in his wardrobe for his uniform yet, he just assumed his mum would have washed and ironed it for him and that it would just be there, all folded and ready.
“Just pop upstairs and check while your drink is cooling please.” She seemed to read his mind, or maybe his expression gave him away. He put his mug down on the old gas fire that they never turned on because it smelled and made him cough and he went upstairs to check his uniform and set out clothes for the morning.
He looked at the clothes strewn about his floor from where he’d got changed into his vampire costume and he knew his mum would yell at him so he started to pick them up. He threw them into the corner where his mucky washing lived, without a thought to the envelope stuck in his jeans pocket. He found his school trousers, shirt and jumper and piled them on the chair under his bed and added underwear. Then he rummaged through his drawers for shorts and a t-shirt to shove, crumpled, into his P.E. bag.
Then he went back downstairs to finish his drink. The news was on and there was a warning of heavy rain and possible flash flooding for the following day.
“I’ve sorted uniform and P.E kit,” Rhys told his mum, “and I put my dirty clothes in a pile by the door.”
“Could you bring it down?” she asked him. “My pile is by my bedroom door and if you could bring it all down then I can set a load going.”
“Not overnight again, Mum!” Rhys complained. His face screwed up as if it was the worst thing in the world. “The washing machine is right under me and it sounds like it’s taking off and it keeps me awake.”
“If I set it going now, it’ll be just about done by the time you’ve had your bath and read your book a bit. It’ll be finished before you go to sleep. Now go and fetch the washing.” Rhys could tell she was tired and that meant she was irritable. “I don’t want to argue with you, Rhys; I just want the washing down here.” She closed her eyes and forced herself to calm down as he stamped from the room. But as his foot touched the bottom step on the stairs there came a loud scuffling and a scraping from somewhere above them.
“Muuuum!” Rhys wailed as he fled back into the living room. His mum was already on her feet, tea mug safely placed on the fire next to his steaming juice. "What was that?"
“I don’t know,” she admitted, looking up the stairs. “Maybe it was something falling? One of the piles of stuff in your room just collapsing under its own weight?” She tried to make light of it but they both knew that wasn’t what they heard. "Definitely your room though."
She started up the stairs with Rhys close behind her. They peered round the corner at the top of the stairs and couldn’t quite see into Rhys’ room. There was no way his mum could see into her own bedroom from the second step down but she was sure the sound had come from Rhys’ room so she went in there first. She wasn't sure what to expect and her heart thundered in her ears as Rhys clutched the back of her jumper. “Rhys, let go,” she whispered, putting her hand on his bedroom door, ready to push it open. She strained to hear anything moving about in there or elsewhere in the house. She felt his hand let go of the fabric which relaxed around her but she knew he was close. She could just about feel him breathing.
She pushed at the door. It was stuck on something. She pushed again and it shifted a little further, bouncing off something soft. Nothing moved, not a sound came from inside the room as she pushed the door open a tiny fraction at a time until she could see part of what was blocking it.
“Oh, Rhys! It’s your washing that’s fallen over.” She put her shoulder to the door and rammed it wide open.
She stood in his bedroom doorway and stared.
“I thought you told me that you’d piled the washing up?” she asked in a voice as cold as frost.
“I did.” He pushed himself close to see what she was so angry about.
His bedroom was a mess. It looked like something had exploded in his pile of mucky washing, which was now strewn all over his room. There were socks dangling from the lightshade, a t-shirt hanging from the curtains next to the bottom half of his pyjamas and another t-shirt. Across his bed, desk and chair was more debris. Rhys stared with his mouth hanging open.
“I didn’t do it,” he said, automatically denying it was his fault and feeling his own indignation rising as he knew his mum would blame him anyway. After all, who else could it have been?
She turned her head to look down at him.
“I didn’t, I left it in a pile in the doorway and the door was open.”
“You think we had burglars who just messed up your room? House elves perhaps? Special mess pixies?” Her face was pale and her mouth pressed into a tight line. Rhys knew he was in trouble. “Don’t tell me lies young man.”
“I’m not lying.” Rhys burst into angry tears. “I left the door open and I didn’t do that. I didn’t throw things round like that. I didn’t Mum, honest.”
She stared at him unblinking until he dropped his gaze in surrender with tears in his eyes. “Well, you can just clear up the mess you didn’t make and then you can bring the washing down like I asked you to.” She turned and stamped her way downstairs, leaving Rhys sobbing in the doorway.
"It's not fair," he sniffed.
He kicked at the clothes that had blocked the door and shoved them back to where he’d left them. Then he set about collecting the rest from around the room. It was only after he’d gathered everything he could find that he realised his jeans were missing. He checked and his school uniform was still folded on his chair.
“You need the map,” a whisper hissed.
“What!” Rhys jumped.
“The map was in the pocket, it would have been lost in the water.”
“The envelope from under the fridge?” Rhys asked, looking around for the voice. “Who are you? Where are you?”
“I fear.”
“You’re scared of me?” Rhys was slowly becoming more curious than afraid now and he didn’t think anything of a strange voice in his bedroom. He did think it probably explained the odd movement under the fridge and the mess he hadn’t made.
“Yes, fear of the big people now the master is gone and she has banished us from our home.”
“Can I see you?” Rhys stood very still. “And can I have my jeans back please? My mum will kill me if I don’t get them back.”
“Then you must have them, but you must keep the map safe.” A folded pair of jeans slid from under Rhys’ pillow and the envelope was laid carefully on top of them. A dark hand could just be seen pushing the fabric out and then it shot back out of sight. Rhys stared at his own hand with straight pale fingers, still grubby from trick or treating, and much larger than the hand he’d just seen.
“What are you? Some sort of goblin?” he asked quietly as he lifted the pillow but whatever it was had already gone. He threw the jeans at the washing pile and tucked the map into the cover of his favourite book. Then Rhys searched his room, tidying it as he went, but looking for the thing that had spoken to him. It would be small, dark and nothing like human.
Thirty minutes later he was convinced his room was empty of any living thing other than himself and he remembered that he was expected to take the washing downstairs so he loaded up the plastic laundry basket and took it down.
“I’m sorry Mum,” he said as he swung the basket through the living room and into the kitchen.
“Thank you,” she replied. “I’ll sort it out; just leave the basket by the machine.”
“I’m tired; I think I’ll go to bed.” Rhys came back from the kitchen wanting to get upstairs in case the strange voice came back.
“Bath first young man and wash your hair.” Her voice showed she was still annoyed but she looked up at him and almost smiled. “Make sure you get all that paint off too.” The vampire face paint was smeared and had run in strange patterns, and Rhys had forgotten he was even wearing it.
“Yes, Mum.” He grinned sheepishly and ran up the stairs to run his bath but instead of undressing in his room like he normally did, he felt somehow uncomfortable doing that. So he got undressed in the bathroom instead. He soaked in the hot water and listened for any noise, any small sign that the thing with the very small hand might be back. He hadn’t had a chance to look at the map properly yet but he was almost sure it showed how to find something, perhaps some sort of treasure. He rubbed shampoo into his hair and giggled at the streaks of red and white that came out when he rinsed off where his face paint had got into his the edges of his hair. Then he set to washing his face and it took several tries before he was convinced he’d got it all off. He scrubbed the rest of the paint off his hands and was getting out of the water all wrinkled, but warm and sleepy when he heard footsteps coming up the stairs.
“Mum?” he called, just making sure.
“Just coming to check you’ve not drowned.” She stuck her head round the door and grinned at him. “Wrap a towel round yourself young man. I know I’ve seen it all many times before but you want to start covering it up a bit now.”
Rhys blushed a deep red and grabbed a towel to wrap tightly round his waist. “Aw, Mum. You shouldn’t be looking, it’s private.” He rubbed at his legs to dry them.
“Coming back down for a good night hug when you’re in your pyjamas?” she asked him, hopefully.
“If you want.” He shrugged but he grinned inside as he slipped his pyjama trousers on and then slid the top on over his head and followed her downstairs.
“Come here.” She said, opening her arms and he sat on her lap like he had since he was just big enough to climb up by himself but now his head rested on her shoulder and his body was big enough to be awkward and heavy and he didn’t fit as well as he used to. She wrapped her arms round him. “You’re getting so big,” she murmured into his hair. “Rhys,” she said and she sounded serious so he lifted his head to look at her. “You have to understand that your room was a mess and there’s no-one else in the house. How can I believe it wasn’t you? No-one else has been here. But that noise we heard was strange. It didn’t sound like things falling over, not washing anyway. So let’s just leave it and forget it shall we?”
“OK, Mum.” Rhys agreed. It would be easier to do that than try to get her to believe that there was something living in his room and that he was seeing things. He shivered at that thought.
He’d been told about Great Great Grandma who had told stories of travelling through a white light to a magical world and meeting strange creatures and people. Rhys didn’t want to be mad like her.
“You shivered, are you cold?”
“I think it’s just after getting out of the bath, Mum, I’ll be fine once I’m in bed,” Rhys lied.
“I’m sure you will.” She stuck a cold hand up his pyjama top and onto his back, making him shriek. “You’re nice and warm; I think I might just warm my hands up.” She laughed as he wriggled. “Go and get into bed. Sleep well and I’ll see you in the morning.”
When he reached his bedroom, Rhys pulled the envelope from the book he’d tucked it into and then he got into bed. He lay in his bed and stared at the envelope in his hands, slid his fingers into the open flap and pulled out the map. It was about half the size of an A4 sheet of paper but square with torn edges. It had the feel and smell of age and dirt as he eased it fully open and flattened it against his knees. There were no buildings on it, but there were paths and lines in between trees and lumps that might be hills. There was also a picture of someone in a dress with fire bursting from her hands and pale hair flowing round down to below her shoulders. Rhys decided it was a woman, and then he remembered. “She has banished us from our home.” Perhaps this was her in the picture. Rhys looked more closely and he wondered if the woman was a witch, or if that fire was real and she used magic. He smiled to himself. After all, there’s no such thing as real magic.
He lay awake in the dark, waiting for the small creature to come back and he kept the map under his pillow but nothing moved and nothing spoke. Finally Rhys fell asleep and he stayed asleep until his alarm went off at eight o’clock the next morning. It was time to get up and get ready for school far too soon and it was far too dark and cold to be morning.
“Rhys!” Lou called, banging on his bedroom door. “Up and dressed, please, and do you want porridge for breakfast?”
“Yes please, Mum.” He called sleepily and he fished under his pillow for the envelope and map. He climbed out of bed with a shiver and pulled on clothes as fast as he could to stop feeling cold and then he started looking for his school shoes, which weren’t where he’d left them.
“Oh come on, what have you done with my shoes?” he muttered and the shoes slid out from underneath his desk. “That’s cool.” He picked them up and felt something move inside one shoe. He put the other shoe down and tipped up the one with something in it, to tip whatever it was into the heel. It was wrapped in a large leaf that was golden yellow but not hard and crispy yet. The stalk of the leaf was pushed through the main part to close the little parcel and it was heavier than Rhys expected it to be when he tipped it into his hand.
“Do you want me to be your friend or something?” He asked as he held the leaf-wrapped parcel in one hand and a shoe in the other. He carefully unhooked the stalk and unfolded the leaf so it lay on his palm with the shining object nestled there. It was a stone, and it seemed to glow with the early sun just breaking through his curtains. It was opaque, smooth but not exactly round. The stone was a sort of milky white and streaked with what looked like smoke.
“Rhys, breakfast, hurry up.”
He sighed and sat on his chair to pull on his shoes. As he bent to lace them a voice whispered in his ear. “It will bring you the luck of the Darkling.” But as soon as he turned, banging his head on the side of the bed, there was no-one there to see.
“Luck of the Darkling?” He finished tying his shoe laces and shoved the crystal onto his bookshelf, beside the book where the map now lived and he hoped his mum wouldn’t take it into her head to tidy in his room while he was in school.
“RHYS!” She bellowed up the stairs.
“Coming, Mum.” He called back as he ran down the stairs.
In school Rhys was told off more than once for being distracted, staring out of the windows looking for the dark creatures, for any sort of movement but the wind that blew leaves round the school field meant that so much was moving that he couldn’t tell what was normal and what might not be. The rest of his class was just as bad so his behaviour wasn’t seen as unusual in the chaos of a bad day for everyone.
“I want a better day tomorrow,” Mrs Hartshorn told them all as she let them out at the end of the last class of the day. She shook her head at them as they filed out to collect coats and bags and go home. “Rhys?” She stopped him at the door.
“Miss?” He tensed.
“You forgot your book bag and homework.” She smiled and pointed at the slim blue bag still lying on his table.
Rhys breathed a sigh of relief. “Thanks, Miss.” He grabbed it, pulled his coat off his peg and ran across the playground to catch up with Craig so they could walk home together. The wind was fierce and snatched at their coats and bags making it hard to walk and their feet slid on the piles of wet leaves until eventually they reached Craig’s house first, just as the rain started. It began as a few spots, large drops, that went splat on the pavement by Rhys’ feet and the sky darkened in that ominous way that meant it was going to get worse fast. Rhys began to run for home but before he’d got more than half a dozen steps the rain was torrential and more like a hosepipe being turned on him.
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She was in the kitchen peeling potatoes and listening to the rain hammer on the windows and against the back door when she heard the front door slam open and then shut again.
“Rhys?” She pulled a tea towel from the back of a chair and wiped her hands as she stepped through to the living room where Rhys stood soaked and dripping in the doorway. She smiled and struggled not to laugh. “Is it raining?” she spluttered and he nodded, sending sprays of water across the room.
“Oh, pack that in and go and get dry and changed.” She flicked the tea towel at him as he shook his head and upper body like a dog, spraying more water everywhere. “Rhys!” She laughed, “Go and dry off before you flood the place.”
He ran up the stairs, laughing as she called him an elephant for the amount of noise he made, and burst into his room. His eyes searched out the stone, and the book with the map tucked into it. The stone was there, untouched and his room looked exactly as it had when he’d left for school. He picked it up in cold wet hands and it definitely felt warm.
He peeled off his sodden clothes and threw them into a corner as he looked for dry underwear and his favourite jeans that had escaped the wash because the small thing had hidden them under his pillow. When he was changed he went downstairs where he could smell sausages and mash cooking, one of his favourites.
“I’m dry,” he called to his mum, “can I watch telly?”
“In here and do homework first,” she called back. Rhys groaned and then grabbed his book bag suddenly worried that everything inside would be soaked. He’d be in so much trouble if it was. He wiped the worst of the wet from the outside and tore back the flap to check.
“Darklings took the wet from it,” a voice whispered in his ear and he dropped the bag and spun his head round so fast that a muscle in his neck clenched in hot pain. There was nothing to see but a shadow that slipped behind the chair.
“Your hair is dripping.” A small towel hit Rhys on the shoulder. His mum was standing in the doorway to the kitchen waiting for him to use the towel. “Are your books wet?”
“I was just checking.” Rhys rubbed the towel over his head until it was wetter than he was and then he dropped it on the floor to retrieve his book bag only to find that it was dry on the outside and so were the books inside. “They’re dry.” He sounded surprised.
“Well, those were designed to be reasonably waterproof but I’m surprised it stood up against that.” She nodded at the rain still hammering against the windows. It seemed to be starting to slow down a little bit. “Come on, sit at the table while I’m cooking and you can ask for help if you need it.”
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