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I would like to dedicate this book to my mum, Val. Thank you for books and
 tenderness, for my wide-open sky and the green patchwork of running. Thank you
 for home. This is for you. 
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Chapter One  

Autumn 

‘That’s Blackmoss.’ Dad slows the car to a halt, as a mountain, speckled with boulders, rears up at
 the end of the lane. ‘Last stop before the moors start, Kay. It’ll be a great place to live. Think of all the walks we can go on. You can even
 get to Hagger Tor from here.’ 


Dad smiles at Mum, then turns in the driver’s seat and gives me a big full grin, touched with desperation. I am hunched in
 the back seat, cheek resting on my fist. I check Mum’s reflection in the wing mirror, but she stares blankly out, her face pasty and
 moon-shaped since the latest chemo. 
            

‘When I was a girl, I used to spend my summers up by Hagger Tor. There’s a river at the bottom and we used to make dams,’ she says to no one in particular.  
            

Dad clears his throat, giving himself a moment to think of something to say,
 something full of bright enthusiasm, something fake.  
            


It happens in slow motion: first the sound of an engine barking; Mum and Dad’s heads turn as one towards the sound; a battered old khaki Land Rover roars
 into view from Hagg Farm. There is a loud CRACKKK and Mum’s reflection in the wing mirror is gone. 
            


I lean forward to see the snapped wing mirror hanging loose from its wires like
 a broken neck, its single eye blinking as it swings. 
            

Dad shouts, ‘Bloody idiot!’ 


He bullets from his seat, leaving the driver’s door open wide. He chases the Land Rover and bangs his fist on the window. 
            

A short, fat man gets out, his finger in Dad’s face, yelling about ‘private property and no fucking right parking there.’ 


Dad says, ‘You’ve no right to drive off when you’ve hit someone.’ 


Mum would usually be out there by now too, by his side, but she watches them
 through her milk-blue eyes, listless. 
            

I climb out and hang onto the door, wanting to help Dad but afraid. The wind is
 gripping and cold, rattling under my jumper, up my sleeves, along my spine. I
 want Dad to let it go. As usual, he is doing his long-arm-of-the-law stuff. 
            

The fat man is a barrel of anger. He lifts his arms up, his jacket rising and
 exposing a pale, fleshy stomach hanging over his belt. He pushes a finger into
 Dad’s chest.  
            

Dad takes a step away, his palms upward as he reasons. 
            

‘Dad!’ I call. He either ignores me, or the wind steals my words. 
            

The passenger door of the Land Rover opens. Someone steps out. Not a boy; he has
 a man’s jaw, the clean precipice of weather-tanned skin. His buttery-brown hair is
 thick in the wind. Keeping his gaze down, he lopes round the vehicle, which is
 still farting exhaust fumes, and stands between the two adults. 
            

He holds his arm to his face, a strong, sinewy arm, then he puts a hand on the
 farmer’s sleeve. He speaks, but I can’t hear him. 
            

‘Don’t fucking tell me what to do!’ 


The fury has a new target. The lad flinches, but too late. The man swings out,
 and the loose fist lands on the lad’s cheek. I see him stagger.  
            

Dad steps forward to help him, but the lad dips away fast, his body shrinking
 into the Land Rover, cheek flushed.  
            

Before he gets into the car, he looks at me, straight at me. His dark, long
 lashes frame the shame in his eyes. I duck slightly behind the door frame, but
 don’t break the contact. All that is hurting and beautiful in that face burns itself
 into the backs of my eyes. 
            

The farmer, fury spent, clambers into the driver’s seat and is off even before his door slams shut. 
            

‘Hey!’ Dad knocks on the window as they pass. ‘You can’t – that’s assault…’ 


But they’re gone.  

Dad scratches his thinning temple. I know he is memorising the number plate, to
 log it when he next gets to work. He looks over the damage to our car, secures
 the broken mirror, then gets in, belting up, of course; always the copper. 
            

‘Some people…’ Dad shakes his head in disbelief. ‘That poor lad.’ 


His happy optimism moments ago is broken. The wind whistles through my
 half-closed window, and ripples the heather around us.  
            

The thudding in my chest seems to ricochet around the car. 
            

‘Mum? Did you see that?’ 


But she doesn’t reply. I lean forward between the seats. She has her eyes closed again.  
            

‘Will you report him, Dad?’ 


‘Too right.’ He grips the wheel and moves off cautiously. As the car trundles down the lane,
 Dad is quiet, his jaw set. 
            

We pass the row of terraced houses once more. The one with the ‘For Sale’ sign, the one we came to view, has an empty, cold look. White clouds speed,
 high, high above us, the sunlight glinting and stony. No one speaks.  
            

The hard knot in my stomach begins to melt as we turn out of the village. I sigh
 with relief. We are with the other traffic on the main road, the other normal
 people doing Saturday things. Going home. 
            

That night, snug in bed, my head is still full of the rise of the mountain and
 the cold house; the punch, the reel and sway of the lad, the mute call for help
 in his eyes. Dad will do something. Dad will sort it. Mum will be back to
 normal soon and will get back to work. We will never need to move anyway.  
            

I feel the safe distance between there and here as I drift to sleep, a distance
 I hope I will never have to cross.  
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Chapter Two 

Winter 

The funeral car seats are slippery. I keep having the urge to skid off them and
 make a joke, but no one is looking. We are driving to the church behind the
 hearse with the coffin in it. No one thought about it, but I don’t have anything black to wear, so I have on my blue school trousers. I found an
 old black jumper, but it is ancient and has bibbles of fluff all over it.  
            

As we walk from the car to the church entrance, a bus changes gear at the brow
 of the hill, slowing down. I glance up. It is full of younger pupils from my
 school. They watch, bored, inquisitive, some laughing. I feel so far away from
 them, like I’ve turned into an alien.  
            

Dad pats my shoulder to make me move on. We walk down the church to the front.
 There are so many people, so many eyes. I want to look for Anna. I watch the
 back of my dad, until we are sitting facing the front, facing the coffin. 
            

The reverend says lots of nice things. I am expecting I will cry, it is my Mum’s funeral after all. But I don’t. There are too many words, too many people, so I concentrate on my trousers. I
 had to iron them myself this morning and there are silvery sheens along the
 seams. I can see the cross-weave where the machine has knitted the material
 together. I concentrate on the minute black squares between the dark-blue criss
 of the material. 
            

I have to remember to breathe. The coffin is right in front of me, with flowers.
 I am on the front row. The man at the altar is in the corner of my eye. I
 cannot look at him. I am facing the front, facing the front.  
            

I hold Dad’s hand. It is cold. He holds mine tight. With his other hand, he pulls a tissue
 from his pocket, and without making any noise, lifts it to his eyes. I wonder
 why the tears don’t come for me. I ball up my fist and cut semi-circles with my nails into my
 skin. 
            

After the funeral, everyone comes to our house and it is the most stupid,
 pointless event of the whole day. Mum’s friends looking weepy; Aunt Theresa and her husband; our neighbours; people I
 don’t even know, from Mum’s work perhaps; loads of people squashed into our house, saying, ‘Sorry, Kay, sorry.’ There is food in the kitchen no one is eating. I sit on the stairs. Dad rushes
 past, his hair fluffed up. His eyes are flitting from one person to the next. I
 am going to cry.  
            

I go into the toilet and lock the door. Theresa, my dad’s sister, knocks and asks if I am all right. I say, ‘Yes,’ and press the flush. Even here I can’t get away. Waiting outside, she hugs me, a lukewarm, just-for-show hug, holding
 her body away. I want to yell in her face, ‘PISS OFF AND LEAVE ME ALONE.’


But I don’t. I am buffeted by one conversation after another, humiliated by all the
 pitying eyes. 
            

Anna, my best friend, arrives at last, cocooned in between her mum and dad. She
 looks washed and brushed. I feel tatty and neglected in my badly ironed
 clothes. She’s got new earrings. She hugs me, and I squeeze her back. 
            

‘Kay,’ Anna’s mum says. More hugs, but these are different, remind me too much of what’s gone. I pull away and my eyes trick me, flooding over only when I am trying so
 hard to stop them. 
            

‘Loving your new lobes!’ I turn to Anna, flicking the silver tassels that delicately hang down from her
 ears. 
            

‘Thanks.’ She smiles at me, but it’s not her normal smile. She searches my face. I don’t know what she is looking for. Her mum and dad move toward the dining room to
 collect a drink. Anna peels away from them. ‘How you doing?’ 


‘God, I am glad to see you. Dad is doing my head in, and if I have to spend any
 more time with the clean-freak I am going to explode!’ I roll my eyes in Theresa’s direction.  
            

We automatically head up to my room. We pass Mum and Dad’s bedroom door, the place where she died only eight days ago. 
            

‘I now know why Theresa never had kids. She’d have scrubbed them out of existence. It’s all she does all day.’ I flop onto my bed. ‘I wish she’d go home.’


Anna smirks, but it is more out of politeness than genuine. She sits at the end
 of the bed and picks up the velvet cushion I got at Christmas, the one with the
 birds on. She seems far away. ‘How much longer is she staying?’


I shrug. ‘Day after tomorrow, I think. Then things might get back to normal.’ Heat flushes my face. Normal. I feel self-conscious, as though I have to think
 what to say next.  
            

‘Are you coming back to school?’ Anna strokes the velvet smooth. 
            

‘I didn’t want to stay off. They made me. I can’t believe I missed the Chemistry exam.’


‘It was awful.’ Anna makes a face. ‘You can do it in the summer. I’ll probably be re-sitting it with you.’


I throw a soft bear at her, but she doesn’t throw it back. I don’t want to think about school. Or exams. I get up and stare out of the window at
 the grey, damp street. 
            

‘Will you come for a walk?’ I ask.  
            

At the bottom of the stairs, she whispers something to her mum. I see Dad in the
 lounge. His shirt has got untucked at the back. I need to get out of here. I
 open the door, not knowing if Anna is coming or not. The cold is clammy on my
 skin. 
            

‘Don’t you want a coat?’ Anna asks, zipping up and snuggling into her hood. 
            

‘I’m OK.’


There are cars everywhere, up our drive, parked all over the close, across
 neighbours’ driveways. Anna follows me around the side of the house, to the gate in the
 wall of fir trees. Everywhere is wet and dripping with cold. Fir fronds trickle
 water down the neck of my shirt. Anna follows, pushing the branches away
 reluctantly. On the other side is a path, slimy with mud. It feels good to have
 the cold searing my nostrils, reminding me I’m alive. 
            

We walk away from the estate, out onto one of the rough fields, following the
 path we always take, up to the top. I try to start conversations about the
 cinema, some of the boys from school, but Anna is hard work. Someone is walking
 their dog in the distance; it bounds away and circles back again and again.  
            

Even though it is creeping toward dusk and the sky is flinty, I can still see
 over to Blackmoss and the moors. From here, it looks like the torso of some
 sleeping giant.  
            

I think about that empty, stale house, sitting up there. I remember the curve of
 the lane. The shout of the farmer and the sound of his fist. I remember the
 boy.  
            

‘When will you be moving?’ Anna asks, reading my thoughts. 
            

‘Soon.’


‘What’s it like?’


‘I’ve not been inside yet, but I don’t like it. It looks tiny and it’s miles away.’


There is a pause as we both stare out across the valley. 
            

‘It’ll be OK,’ she says. 
            

But I know it won’t. Now she’s dead. 
            

And then it comes, choking and sputtering up through me. I puke over my wet
 shoes, the heat of my stomach steaming and soaking into the drenched grass.
 Anna holds my hair out of my face and rubs my back as I kneel down and retch. 
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Chapter Three 

A photograph inside the school reception shows an aerial view of the moors. It
 is a blue-black patchwork of peat and ochre grasses. You can trace the grey
 snake of a road as it makes its way from one city to another. There are hollow,
 silent places up there on the moors, and so many dramas: the walkers lost for
 good; the old World War Two planes, their metal skeletons still visible in
 between the dips and gullies of bogland; the lost souls of the dead; my mother’s ashes.  
            

I don’t know why that photograph is in my head as Dad drives me to school. My first
 day back. 
            

I never feel quite sure at school. I am the quiet one, the sensible one. I don’t date boys. I do my homework. I keep my head down. 
            

But everything has changed. After the worst thing has happened, what else is
 there to be scared of? 
            

Dad drops me off. We are late and I hurry to my first lesson, English. As I
 cross the tarmac, I feel anxiety, like a ghost, spreading along my limbs,
 making me heavy and weak. I remind myself there’s no place now for fear, for any feeling at all. 
            

It is strange to look into the classroom: a dirty goldfish bowl, glass green,
 dank; the students hunched and bored in rows; my friends, my teacher, so
 separate from me.  
            

As I sit down at my desk, Anna gives me a big smile. 
            

I can lose myself in this world of pretend, just a story. Someone is reading. I
 relax into the sleepy calm behind a rectangle of a flecked formica desk, just
 listening, being normal. As though Mum is at work and I am here in the usual
 place at the usual time, doodling in the margin, coiling a wisp of hair loose
 from my ponytail.  
            

‘So where are we?’ The teacher clears his throat. ‘Lennie has just killed Curley’s wife…’ 


Suddenly, there it is in the story.  
            

Oh my God, I am crying. I’m in school crying. About a book. Because Lennie is dead, because George shot
 Lennie and he’s dead. Anna is a wall to hide behind. If any of the others see me … crying in school like a bloody baby. 
            

‘Kay.’ Anna nudges the arm I have curled around my face. 
            

‘No.’ I am fierce.  

Anna’s brown eyes blink, completely out of her depth. 
            

I can still be the same as everyone else, can’t I? Just because my mum is dead, it doesn’t mean I can’t be part of the girl-ship: brushing hair, applying lippy, dawdling home,
 gossiping about school and boys… We are fifteen. Everything is new and exciting, isn’t it? 
            

Jess catches my arm as I walk through the gates with Anna. 
            

‘Party at mine on Friday!’ She grins at us. ‘Can you come?’ She says this more to Anna than me. If Anna goes, I’ll go. That’s how it is. ‘Mum and Dad are having a spa break. I’ve got to look after the dogs, soooo…?’ She grins again, her eyebrows raised, and chews her gum deliberately. 
            

Me and Anna look at each other, but it’s me who looks back at Jess and says, ‘What time?’ We’re in. 
            

I’d never kissed a boy before Mum died. No, that’s a lie; I once kissed Aamon McGinty from up the road. We were kids. We made a
 den in my bedroom and then lay under the blanket, and the sun through the
 woollen weave made a net of lines across our faces and our arms. He said, ‘Close your eyes.’ So I did. He kissed me. Once. On the lips. He said, ‘Don’t tell anybody.’ So I didn’t.  
            

The party at Number 45, Ash Lane isn’t really a party because there aren’t enough people. It is a detached house in a cul-de-sac. The lights are on and
 music is pounding from the front room. I notice photos in the hall of Jess and
 her family: her, her brother and her mum and dad; manic grins, somewhere
 tropical. I wonder, what would it be like to have a brother? Someone to share
 all this with. 
            

‘Hi, babe, glad you came.’ Jess envelopes me in a busty, perfumed hug, whispering, ‘Might do you good,’ into my ear. ‘Did you bring any drink, babe?’ she asks, more to Anna than me. Anna holds up a Spar carrier bag and the
 bottles of vodka and coke clink together. Jess grins. ‘Told you the fake ID would work. There are glasses ’n stuff in the kitchen.’ She points to a door. 
            

I follow Anna. There are boys in the kitchen I’ve never seen before. They are playing, putting things in the microwave and
 watching the sparks. They turn toward us, and take in Anna’s tight black dress, her smooth legs and heels. I’m used to Anna getting looked at; it happens often.  
            

But what’s new is that when I walk in, those boys notice me. They see me too. The WKD
 bottles Anna and I sucked before we arrived have warmed my blood. So when one
 boy smiles over at me, instead of blushing and looking away, I hold his gaze
 and I smile back. 
            

‘Here.’ Anna hands me a half-pint glass full of vodka and coke and grins. 
            

‘What?!’ 


I knock some back. It is warm but I don’t care; then comes the burn at the back of my throat.  
            

‘How much vodka you put in here?’ I gasp, laughing. 
            

‘Enough. Come on.’ Anna tugs my sleeve and we go into the lounge. There are a couple of other
 girls we know; we all sit on the soft leather sofas and drink. The music is
 booming near my ear, so I don’t really join in the conversation, I just enjoy the feeling in my stomach. It’s the first time I have felt warm in days. I look down at my legs poking out
 from the short dress. We got ready at Anna’s before we came out, and I am wearing one of her trademark tight numbers. The
 vodka makes me feel like I can do this, but my glass is empty.  
            

‘Anyone want another?’ I ask. Anna gives me her glass without stopping talking and I head back to the
 kitchen. 
            

Jess is sitting at the kitchen table with her tongue down some lad’s throat. The others are laughing as they line up shots. I don’t feel drunk, but I do feel different. I take the vodka, what’s left of it, and fill our cups with generous measures. It looks like all the
 coke has gone.  
            

‘Hey.’ The lad grins at me, and holds up a lemonade bottle. 
            

‘Hey.’ I nod and smile.  
            

He pours some into the vodka. He has a cute smile. ‘You from Jess’s school?’


I can angle my head like Jess, and I can laugh – not too much, showing enough teeth, like I am in charge. I have something over
 this boy who has noticed me. I can rest my hand on my hip. I am smooth and
 drunk and perfect. 
            

In the yard in the dark, I am alive when that boy puts his hands up my top. I am
 alive when he pulls my breasts out of my bra and sensation shoots through me.  
            

A small pebble rocks in the alcoholic wash of my mind, a grain of resistance – perhaps this is not what I want, not how I want it to be. 
            

What do I want? I want to fit in, to not be left out; I want to be accepted.
 Something inside me curdles and thrashes and attempts to right itself, like a
 beetle on its back. 
            

And what does this boy do? I am falling towards him, for the soft feelings, the
 touch, the soporific heat of his hands on my skin. He pushes the cup of his
 fingers down the front of my trousers and my pants. He forces his fingers in
 and a sharp pain rips through me. I gasp. When I start to retreat, pushing him
 away becomes a game and he likes that and his tongue goes deeper into my mouth.
 The boy lies on top of me on the grass in the dark.  
            

Jess opens the patio doors and sees us. I hear her retreating inside. ‘You won’t believe it! Kayleigh’s out there with…’ They fade to murmurs and laughing as the door slams and I know I have passed
 some test. 
            

I stay at Anna’s and go home in the morning. Mum’s things are gone. Her shoes from the porch, the coats on the hook by the front
 door, even the one with her keys in; her handbag off the table. I don’t know who has done it, Dad or Theresa. 
            

I go straight into the bathroom and lock the door. There are clean, dusted
 spaces where her things used to be. Perfume, gone. Shaver, gone. I look in the
 mirror. I have an impulse to bang my fist against the glass, to see the bright
 colour of blood bloom, to turn my reflection into a mash of shards and silver. 
            

I turn on the shower and pull my clothes off. They stink of alcohol and I can
 smell him on me. I ache. For a long time I simply stand there in the water, a
 million threads of warm rain. Then I sit cross-legged under the force of the
 shower and close my eyes. 
            

‘Kay, are you going to be much longer?’ Dad bangs on the door. 
            

‘What?’


‘I need to use the bathroom.’


‘Won’t be long.’ I sit there, keen not to leave my warm, wet shroud. But he bangs again.  
            

‘Kayleigh, please.’


I haul myself up, grab a towel and wrap myself up. Dad is waiting, arms crossed. 
            

‘Thank you,’ he clips as he shuts the door, which says everything but thanks. 
            

‘Where have you put Mum’s things?’ I ask through the door. 
            

He does not reply.  

I peep inside their big wardrobe, a side for him and a side for her. Hers is
 empty. Someone has been here, extracted the parts of her, packed them up and
 shifted them off to junk yards, charity shops, jumble sales. Gone gone gone. 
            

I change into clean clothes and lie on my bed. The sore space between my legs
 stings. Dad knocks quietly on my door. 
            

‘What?’ 


He pushes the door open and hovers in the entrance. ‘We had to, Kay. We’re moving.’


‘Where?’ I glare at him, daring him to say it.  
            

‘You know where, Blackmoss Lane. I get the keys next Monday.’ His gaze slides away from mine.  
            

I roll away, turning my back on Dad, until he gets the message and leaves me
 alone. I remember that day when they showed me the house at Blackmoss, on that
 tiny lane wriggling up the mountain. I remember the Land Rover and that man. I
 remember the lad with the dark eyes.  
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Chapter Four 

We have to move house because we can’t afford where we live anymore. The van comes at the weekend and three men tramp
 through our home, moving furniture first, then the boxes and bits. Dad barks at
 me, ‘Hurry up.’ 


My period is late but there is no one to tell and nowhere in my head to process
 it. I leave the thought behind in our old house. We are moving on.  
            

We drive in convoy, with the van behind us, the three miles to Furneston.  
            

I never ask Dad about the farmer and whether anything was done, because I know
 it wasn’t. No social worker went round to check on the lad, no action was taken over the
 damage to our car – Dad would have said. Mum deteriorated so quickly, everything else slipped
 through his mind. As we park the car outside 4, Blackmoss Lane, I can hear the
 distant barking of farm dogs.  
            

Theresa is waiting for us. She gets out of her little red Corsa, brushing her
 hands down her immaculate jeans, and leans in to give me a wordless, brittle
 hug. I follow them up through the iron gate, up the cobbles to the two grassy
 stone steps. It is the first time I have been inside and I hate it already. 
            

The house has dark rooms that smell of old people. It is a tall, squeezed sort
 of house, with a steep, dark stairwell thrusting up through its core. I wander
 into each room. I end up in the kitchen where Theresa has already set to work,
 disinfecting the inside of the kitchen cupboards. ‘If we put the pans in this one,’ she says, ‘it’ll be easier for you, you know, as they’ll be nearer the stove.’



She is slopping water about. ‘It won’t be too difficult to organise. You can buy those ready meals some of the time,
 though they do tend to have a lot of fat in them.’ I look at her stick-thin legs as she bends over to reach a spider’s web in the cupboard. ‘And at least you’ve got a dishwasher.’ She smiles at me as though I should be really pleased. I hate her youyouyou, talking as though I’m the housewife, as though I am going to jump right into Mum’s place. 
            


I leave her to it and climb the steep stairs to my room.  
            

It has the same smell as the rest of the house, and faded floral spirals cover
 the walls. At least there’s a decent view. I can see across the valley and see Blackmoss Lane disappearing
 up toward the mountain. The men start to bring boxes in marked with a ‘K’.  
            

I text Anna but there is no reply. I scroll through my social media accounts.
 Everyone seems to be out having fun, posting images of perfect lives. I can
 hear Dad downstairs watching TV. I feel this heaviness settling on my chest,
 making me breathless. It seems to fill my skin, like a darkness inside,
 pressing and pressing. I need to cry, but I can’t; my eyes are dry with frustration and rage. I ball my hands into fists,
 pressing my nails into my palms tight, tighter. The pain concentrates into
 semi-circular marks as I lie there, wishing everything was different. Wishing I’d died too. 
            

It’s Maths first. I sit with Jess. ‘Kay, look,’ Jess whispers. She shows me a picture of a lad on her phone. He is only wearing
 boxers and shades. He looks hot, but full of himself, posing for the camera. 
            

‘My new man,’ she grins. ‘Lee. He’s from town.’ 


‘Nice,’ I say. She flashes me a grin, a big Jess cheese, where her eyes get lost and
 she is all teeth. 
            

‘Marco keeps asking about you, y’know.’ 


‘Yeah?’ I feel sick hearing his name, but there is no way I am letting her know that.
 This is the new me. 
            

‘Not interested then?’ She taps her pen on the desk. 
            

‘Not right now.’ I look out the window. 
            

‘Kayleigh Kay’s got other fish to fry, methinks!’ Jess crows. ‘You’re a right dark horse, aren’t you?!’ 


I just smile, my face aching from the lie. 
            

The next day I come on, fresh blood taking me by surprise when I’m at school. I have to borrow something from Anna to sort myself out. But I am
 so relieved. Lesson learned, well and truly. It won’t happen again, I think, looking at myself in the mirror, putting my lippy on.  
            

A few weeks later Anna and I are at the club. We’ve been drinking the JD and coke and I am turning and turning on the dance
 floor. Danny Hutton comes over to me and says he’s fancied me since Year 7. I haven’t fancied him, but he looks so pleased to be with me and I think, if I just
 could feel some warmth again… 
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