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1


In that No Man’s Land that lies between wedding reception and evening ‘do’, Jack Waterfield surveyed the hotel car park. The window of the fourth-floor room made an excellent vantage point as, clad only in creased-from-the-packet boxers, he watched his nearest and dearest, barely recognisable in ill-considered finery, criss-crossing the melting tarmac. Distant yet connected, remote yet concerned, he experienced a hint of the bewilderment that God – if such an old gentleman existed – unquestionably derived from scrutinising his flawed creation.


Jack pulled the waistband of the underpants away from his hot flesh, stretching the stiff elastic, encouraging the dead air to circulate around his crotch. Putting a hand inside the pants he cupped his genitals, the soft flesh clammy in his palm, then, bending his knees slightly, he allowed everything to settle more comfortably. He sighed.


Turning away from the window, he stared at his sleeping wife. Fay had chosen the bed nearest the door. The brochure claimed that ‘All our twin rooms are furnished with queen-sized beds – the ultimate luxury’ and as she lay there, the extra width of the bed made Fay look more like a robust child than a dumpy fifty-three-year-old. He studied ‘his’ bed. Crisp white sheets, a snazzy reading lamp and a clock radio – all to himself. Luxury indeed.


After the meal and speeches they had escaped to their room. He had stripped off the stifling layers of morning dress but she had refused to remove anything, not even her shoes. ‘I’ll never get them back on again.’


‘At least take your hat off, love.’ He’d made the same suggestion several hours earlier when she’d been complaining of one of her ‘heads’. The hat’s wide brim, forcing her to hold her head at an unnatural angle, was, without doubt, the cause of the trouble.


‘I can’t,’ she’d snapped. ‘My hair’s a mess.’


He’d known better than to mention that the hours and small fortune she’d spent at the hairdresser’s had, therefore, been completely wasted. Now the hat, envy of any large, nesting bird, lay on his bed.


Even in sleep, Fay looked discontented. Lips pursed and eyebrows drawn together in a slight frown, an ugly little crease running up between them, she might have been in pain. Her features were tensed but exhaustion and alcohol had slackened her neck muscles and the flesh around her lower jaw sagged. Gravity was triumphing over determination.


The gauzy dress and matching coat she wore were chiffon. He knew that because he’d heard the ensemble described at every dinner party and in a hundred telephone conversations over the past six months. The predominant colour of the outfit was strident turquoise, a colour Fay often chose. He’d asked her, a long time ago, why she never wore red – his favourite.


‘My hair.’ She’d spoken slowly, as if talking to a child. ‘Redheads shouldn’t wear red. Or purple. Or pink.’


‘But Caitlin looks wonderful in red.’ He’d pointed to their daughter as she skipped across the lawn, chased by her brothers. Fay hadn’t bothered to reply.


Although she’d finally removed the hat, his wife’s sweat-damp hair had retained its shape and now resembled a sandcastle tipped out of a seaside bucket. Were it not for her monthly visits to ‘Le Salon’ her hair would be grey and then she could wear any colour under the sun.


Fay lay on her back, perfectly still, arms at her sides, fists clenched. Her legs, too, were straight and stiff, ankles puffy and ill-defined, feet splayed, flesh bulging between the straps of her gold sandals. The body showed no sign of life. Had she died whilst he was watching the woman park the yellow ‘Beetle’ or the golfers on the driving range beyond the car park?


And what did he feel, seeing her laid out on that hotel bed? Be honest, boyo. He watched her, waiting for terror or remorse to rear up and grab his throat. He waited. Nothing came. Nothing at all. Neither desolation nor delight. Neither loss nor release. This woman who had shared his life for thirty years might be dead, and he didn’t care either way. He didn’t care enough to take five paces across the room and search for a breath or a pulse. Or to call her name gently, then louder and louder until he was sure, one way or the other.


The awareness that he felt nothing for her had the same effect as a mugging. His legs buckled and he crumpled, leaning back and sliding down the cool wall. Sobbing quietly, shoulders shaking, he rested his forehead on his raised knees. He licked his lips, tears mixing with snot and tasting of childhood miseries as they trickled down his neat beard and dripped into his chest hair. Needing to get away from the source of his collapse, he crawled across the floor to the bathroom, grazing the white skin of his insteps on the heavy-duty cord carpet. Once inside, he pulled himself up on the chrome rail, locked the door then sat on the lavatory seat, face buried in a towel, until the weeping subsided to an intermittent judder.


He breathed deeply in an effort to slow his frantic heartbeat, then, when he was calmer, he pushed his underpants off and stepped into the shower cubicle. Shoving the lever around to ‘maximum’, he released the blistering water to scour his body. It seared his scalp through the thinning grey hair, pounding his slight shoulders and coursing down his torso. Where it touched the tenderest areas – inner thigh and grazed feet – the skin turned lobster pink. When he could bear the heat no longer, he thrust the lever across to the other side and ice cold water powered down onto scalded flesh. He stifled a shriek. All the while he scrubbed himself with Fay’s loofah-glove, cleansing himself of unforgivable thoughts.


As he crept back into the room, Fay’s feet twitched, and the low sun flashed off her sandals.


‘Jaaaaack?’ A yawn lengthened the vowel, distorting his name, ‘Did I sleep?’ She pushed herself up to half-sitting, plumping her hair with her fingers. ‘You couldn’t make me a cup of tea, could you?’


‘Of course, love.’ He unplugged the kettle and took it into the bathroom.


‘And for goodness sake put some clothes on.’


If she had commanded him to stab himself in his cold, cold heart he would have rushed to find a dagger.





The disco had driven most of the guests out of the function-room, onto the terrace or into the shrubbery beyond. Occasionally Jack heard giggles or caught glimpses of pale clothing – or flesh? – and wished that he, too, were having fun. At least he was out of the hired suit and feeling like himself for the first time that day. And what a long day it had been. The alarm had gone off at five-thirty and, from that moment, Fay had kept him to a tight schedule.


All day he had done his duty; done whatever was asked of him without questioning or arguing. This was the first moment he’d had to himself – his first opportunity to reflect on his son’s wedding day. Where had the initial plans for an intimate family celebration gone adrift? At some point, the whole affair had been rail-roaded and the unstoppable wedding juggernaut had run away with them.


‘I don’t know what you’re getting so het up about, Jack,’ Fay had said. ‘Nia’s parents are footing the bill.’


‘I’m not het up, love. And, to be fair, we are paying for the evening ‘do’. It’s just that I didn’t think Dylan had 200 friends.’


‘You don’t begrudge your son a proper send-off, do you?’


So here he was, watching ‘The Day’ take its predictable course, indistinguishable from scores of weddings that he’d attended over the years. Amongst the frightful outfits, bizarre gifts and banal speeches, Dylan and Nia had made promises that were impossible to keep. Side by side, listening to those arcane words, Fay had squeezed his hand taking him back thirty years, to an instant when everything had been possible.


Fay had spent the first hour of the evening party complaining that she couldn’t persuade the guests to ‘mix and mingle’. He’d tagged around with her on her failing mission, but, in the end, she gave up and he tried to placate her. ‘Have a drink, love. Look, everyone’s having a great time. You’ve been the perfect hostess and now it’s your turn to relax.’


‘It’s all right for you, Jack, but someone has to stay sober,’ she snapped. ‘I’d better check the buffet arrangements. They’re bound to get it wrong if I don’t keep after them.’


‘I’ll just circulate, shall I?’ He watched her hurry off towards the kitchens.


After a day of following instructions to the letter, he was unsure what to do now and he drifted, pausing here and there for a quick ‘Enjoying yourselves?’ or ‘How’s it going?’ No one offered him a seat or included him in their conversation. And something rather weird was going on. It wasn’t that he was being cold-shouldered, they simply weren’t seeing him. Or hearing him, either, come to that. After an unsuccessful attempt to join a crowd of Dylan’s workmates, he tested his ‘invisible man’ theory by walking straight towards four young women, who were making their way from the car park. Although he smiled at them, they didn’t acknowledge him and, without deviating from their route, two passed to his right, two to his left.


‘Wow. Did you clock the Best Man’s butt?’ a leggy girl in a clinging dress asked her friends. Hands extended in front of her, palms forward, she squeezed imaginary buttocks with her long fingers. He didn’t catch the reply, lost in their laughter, as they moved away from him.


In all the years that they had been lovers, Fay had more or less avoided mentioning his body. There had been lots of remarks about his ‘lovely eyes’ and ‘nice smile’ of course, but nothing that she wouldn’t say about a brother or a friend; nothing to arouse him and make him feel like a raging animal. In the beginning, when he’d explored her body, he’d sometimes used the ancient, crude words when referring to her intimate places and his actions in and around them, the coarseness of the language increasing his pleasure. Fay seemed to enjoy what was going on but said nothing, as if she had taken a vow of silence. Those young women, striding up the path, would have no such qualms.


The path from the terrace sloped down to the overspill car park at the rear of the hotel complex. As he meandered on, the music was reduced to a bass beat and the tunes became un-nameable. Soft yellow lights, set in bollards, lined the paths through the manicured grounds, their half-glow attracting flutters of moths. The disco was scheduled to continue until midnight and it was out of the question for him to leave before the end. Room four-oh-eight, with satellite TV and his very own bed, beckoned, but that would be the first place Fay would look for him. Out here, wandering in the grounds, wasn’t a bad option. Technically he was still circulating and available, should anyone wish to find him. He wandered on, filling in time, only feeling a tiny bit guilty.


Not far off a car started, revved and pulled away. He and Fay had been chauffeured to the church and on to the reception, but his car must be somewhere down here in this car park. Caitlin had used it to bring his parents and had returned the keys to him when they were checking in. He tapped his trouser pocket and heard the familiar clink.


After the shadows of the shrubbery, the car park was harsh and threatening. The large compound, surrounded by a high wire fence and illuminated by security lights, made him think of a prisoner of war camp. He had never been in a prisoner of war camp but John Mills, caught in the glare of searchlights, flashed onto the silver screen of boyhood memory. He wandered up and down the ranks of vehicles, the distinguishing colours of paintwork modified by the mercury lights. Where on earth was his car? He pressed the bulge on his key fob, looking and listening for a flash and bleep. There it was, three to the right.


He slumped into the driver’s seat. The drinks that he had consumed through this endless day must have put him way over the limit but, starting the car, he edged out of the row. He drove slowly around the car park until he found a space under an oak tree, where the leaves obscured the relentless light.


He switched on the radio and abandoned himself to the second half of ‘The Moral Maze’. The panel were discussing the case for and against euthanasia. He pushed away the remembrance of Fay, corpse-like on the bed, and within five minutes the reasonable voice of Radio Four, and the smell of still-new car, lulled him to sleep.







2


Fay was looking forward to the journey. Train travel was such a civilised mode of transport. Expensive, though, and if she and Jack were both making a journey, they went by car. According to the departures board, the Nottingham train was due in twenty minutes.


Although it was August, a cold wind swept down the platform, peppering her face with grit, and she retreated to the café in the station concourse for her third coffee of the morning. There were a few tables, outside the main area, set aside for smokers. Of course she wasn’t a proper smoker like these desperate people around her. The only time she smoked was when she needed a cigarette. She wanted about twenty a day but needed nearer ten. In any case, she could kick the habit any time she put her mind to it. But after her early start, and with the prospect of several hours on the train, she needed a cigarette.


The coffee was dangerously hot and the cardboard cup deformed as she lifted it. The apple Danish, included in the promotion, was sticky and far too sweet and when she tried to wipe her fingers, the paper serviette shredded and small pieces stuck them. She recalled her father’s freshly-shaved face, dabs of toilet paper on his cheek and neck where he’d nicked himself. They’d bought him an electric razor for his seventieth birthday but it had still been in the box four years later when she’d helped her mother clear his things.


The station announcer ‘regretted to inform passengers that the train from Cardiff to Nottingham is running approximately twenty-five minutes late’ and expressed a hope that ‘it will not cause passengers too much inconvenience’. All around her people were making calls and she rooted through her handbag for her mobile. No point. Jack was on his way to mid-Wales with the Wicker Men and it made better sense to ring Laura when she was sure of her arrival time.


Jack had dropped her at the station over an hour ago. If she were driving, she would be on the M5 by now. She raised the coffee to her lips again and a droplet coursed down the outside of the cup, splashing on to the lapel of her pale Burberry. ‘Shit.’





The train pulled in. It was a two-carriage Sprinter, already full with passengers who had joined at Swansea or Port Talbot, but she had no misgivings about evicting the girl who was occupying her reserved seat. Muttering obscenities, the girl hauled herself up and dawdled down the carriage. Fay stood her ground, more than a match for any insolent teenager. She dealt with dozens of them every day in the classroom.


By the time the train groaned out of the station, she felt as if she’d travelled half way round the world. The man in the adjacent seat left the train at Newport and she colonised the vacant space with her raincoat. To strengthen her claim on the territory she piled her newspaper, book and handbag on the table in front of her, then turned to the Guardian crossword.


They trundled on, losing more time. The man opposite, lapel heavy with enamelled badges, several of which had something to do with the Boy Scout Movement, informed her that once a train was late, it was very likely to get later. ‘It’s missed its slot, you see.’ He knew far too much about rolling-stock for her liking and she made an effort to avoid eye contact in case he felt the urge to do a good deed.


Sometimes fellow travellers had fascinating tales to tell. Returning from a conference in Manchester a few years ago, she’d chatted with a woman whose husband had attacked her at the breakfast table that very morning. The battered wife unwound a paisley scarf to reveal violet bruising where he had tried to throttle her. The social workers had found her a place in a refuge in Taunton, and she’d left her home in such haste that she’d had no time even to pack an overnight bag. The children were still with her husband. When Fay had expressed surprise, she’d boasted, ‘He wouldn’t lay a finger on them. He loves them to bits. He’s a wonderful father.’


Fay was off to spend the weekend with friends from her grammar school days. They kept in touch through phone calls, emails and occasional letters enclosed with birthday or Christmas cards. Naturally Fay had wanted to give Laura and Isabel the full details of Dylan’s wedding and they’d all agreed that it was a good reason to get together. The last time had been a couple years ago, at Isabel’s house in Chelsea. On that occasion they’d been summoned to inspect her new conservatory.


The train buff had been right. They were losing more time. ‘Look on the bright side,’ he announced, ‘If we’re more than an hour late, we can claim a refund. It’s all there in the Passengers’ Charter.’ She half expected him to produce the document from his carrier bag.


They pulled in to the station fifty-four minutes late. ‘Sod’s Law,’ Fay said to him gathering up her belongings and sidling out of her seat. Her back twinged as she straightened up and her stomach felt unsettled. The hot chocolate she’d bought from the trolley, to take away the taste of the tuna sandwiches, had been a bad idea. A sweet silt coated her tongue and she longed to clean her teeth.





Ignoring Laura’s instruction to catch a number twenty-nine bus from the station – ‘It’ll drop you at the local shops and then it’s less than a ten-minute walk,’ – Fay took a taxi, happy to part with seven pounds and save the hassle. Laura had never had much money and, not wanting to embarrass her friend with what might be considered an unnecessary show of wealth, she asked the driver to stop on the main road so that she could arrive, on foot, from the direction of the bus stop.


Although this was her first visit to Laura’s present home, she was confident that she would identify it immediately. She dragged her wheeled suitcase along the uneven pavement, studying the little red brick houses. The terraced properties were modest but well cared for, their tiny front gardens jolly with sunflowers and nasturtiums; their windows sparkling. About half way down the row, a tousle of passion flowers shrouded a purple door. No net curtains obscured the bay window. A tabby cat watched her from the garden wall. That’s got to be the one. She checked the number on the wooden gate. It was, indeed, number forty-four.


Laura opened the door, releasing a smell of coffee and baking fruit cake. They hugged and laughed, whilst the cat wrapped itself around their legs, its tail upright and quivering.


‘Isabel phoned a few minutes ago. Surprise, surprise, she’s running late. I thought she was going to cry off. You know what she’s like. Never mind all that. Come in and dump your things. It’s wonderful to see you.’


They went down the narrow hall to the kitchen and, as Laura put the proffered flowers in an earthenware jug, Fay had her first chance to look at her old friend. Laura’s hair, tied loosely at the nape of her neck, was streaked with grey; she had soft jowls at her chin-line and her face looked thinner but her hands and her legs and her voice had barely altered since that first day at school. ‘You so made the right decision never to dye your hair,’ said Fay. ‘Heaven knows what colour mine would be if I let it grow out.’


‘Sheer laziness,’ said Laura. ‘Painters spend enough time agonising about colour. I just don’t have the energy to agonise over my hair too. Or my face, come to that.’


‘You’ve never needed makeup. You’re skin is such a lovely tone. I look like the living dead if I don’t slap a bit of something on.’


Laura had been the creative one. While the rest of the form giggled about boyfriends and periods, she was working in the art room. While Fay and Isabel had been in the cloakroom, back-combing each other’s hair and scratching initials on the lavatory doors, Laura was off somewhere painting or carving something. Clothes weren’t important to her, either. At home she lived in paint-spattered shirts and jeans so, by default, she appeared to have the confidence to be different. This was unusual in a girls’ grammar school during the sixties and her reputation for being ‘a weirdo’ lent their threesome certain kudos. Fay had never fathomed what Laura got out of it until, years later, Laura explained that being with them gave her an insight into contemporary youth culture, essential to inform her work. ‘I liked you, too,’ she’d added, when she saw Fay’s jaw drop.


She showed Laura the wedding photographs and the snaps she’d taken when she and Jack had spent a few days in Paris. ‘It would have been good to get away straight after the wedding, to avoid the anti-climax, but I had another week before school broke up. There was so much else to think about that we hadn’t organised anything. It was Jack’s idea to go to Paris. I’m not entirely sure why. We spent our honeymoon there so perhaps it was nostalgia. Weddings always dredge up strange emotions, don’t they?’


‘And did Paris reawaken love’s young dream?’ Laura bowed an air violin.


Fay shook her head. ‘God, no. Paris in late July is unbearably hot. And we were both exhausted. Every time we lay down, we fell asleep. I think we were both glad to get home.’


‘Death stirs up strange emotions, too.’ Laura handed Fay a mug of coffee. ‘I mean apart from the obvious ones.’


Fay reached out and touched her friend’s hand. ‘I was desperately sorry about your dad.’


‘Thanks. You wrote me such a brilliant letter. I love the idea that other people, besides me, remember what fun he was.’


‘I know how close you two were and I really envy you that. I don’t have a clue what my father was like, under that three-piece suit. I’m not sure he cared much for me.’ She patted her hand. ‘Anyway, how are you coping?’


Laura shrugged. ‘Oh, it’s easier than it was in the beginning. But now that the grief and anger are subsiding, other things are surfacing.’


Fay raised her eyebrows. ‘D’you want to talk about it?’


‘Maybe later. Let me have another look at those photos.’


They drank coffee and ate warm fruit cake, waiting for Isabel to arrive.


*


Jack’s day wasn’t going well. After dropping Fay at the station, he’d gone home to collect his kit. He needed to be in Llandrindod Wells by eleven-thirty for the Trans-Wales Morris Dancing Championships and, from past experience, he knew that anywhere in Wales was further away than it should be. Normally his ‘side’ – the Wicker Men – packed into two or three cars to travel to a venue but, on this occasion, Jack had found himself without a lift. He’d set off once, then been forced to turn back when he realised that he was without his buckled shoes. Fay couldn’t bear the smell of shoe-polish in the house and he’d taken them down to the shed to clean them and left them there. Anything else he could manage without, but his shoes were essential.


He headed north for the second time. It wasn’t often that he found himself making a journey on his own. Had Fay been with him, she would have a packet of soft-mints or a bar of chocolate at the ready, and no sooner did the thought of Fruit-and-Nut cross his mind, than he craved something to suck. He switched on the radio and prodded his way through the pre-set channels, looking for some distraction. The selection of music was unappealing and a gloomy item on the hole in the ozone layer depressed him. He switched off and resorted to tuneless whistling.


The road climbed up, past valley towns synonymous with coalmining, choirs and tragedies. After half an hour, the scarred landscape and the marching ranks of terraced houses gave way to round-topped mountains, sheep grazing on their lower slopes and streams gathering into tiny waterfalls. He opened the car windows, allowing the rarefied air to blow away the city staleness.


It was perfect dancing weather – dry and fresh. Soon he would be slipping on pleated shirt and white breeches, woolly socks and shiny black shoes, and strapping on the bright little bells. He would abandon himself – dentistry left little room for abandon – to the rhythms and hypnotic music, setting Jack Waterfield free. He would connect with the world through his senses, by-passing his brain – the cause of so many problems. Great stuff. Why would anyone pay money to lie on a psychiatrist’s couch, when they could dance their way out of discontentment – at least for a few hours?


The needle on the petrol gauge was edging into the red sector and he pulled into a garage, on the outskirts of a small village. He filled the tank and bought a selection of snacks and a fruit drink to leave in the car for later. Before setting off on the last leg of his trip, he checked his mobile for messages. There was nothing from Fay, which he took as a sign that all was well. There was, however, a rambling message from Stan Colley, bagman for the Wicker Men. The upshot was that three of the team who were driving up together had been ‘involved in a minor prang’ before they’d even left Cardiff. Prang for God’s sake? Nothing serious, but they were in Casualty, waiting for X-rays, and they would have to pull out of the competition. The message had been left an hour or so earlier.


Jack phoned a couple of the others and established that he was the last one to hear the news. The rest had turned around and were already back at home, whilst he was somewhere in mid-Wales. He sat in the car, eating a Mars Bar and wondering what to do. Fay was in Nottingham for the weekend so there was no need to rush back. Out of the blue, he had this glorious day to himself. Added to that he was in a place where he wouldn’t normally be. It was the most exciting thing that had happened to him for ages and an opportunity not to be wasted.


His initial impulse was to pinpoint his location on the map and make a plan for the rest of the day. Maybe he should let someone know where he was and what he was up to. But who? And what was the point? Bugger it. He tossed the road atlas onto the back seat. Good grief, how lost could anyone be in such a small country?


By the time Isabel turned up, Fay and Laura had almost finished the bottle of Chardonnay that Fay had packed in her overnight bag. It was tepid but effective and they were flushed and giggly. Isabel, keen to catch up, produced a bottle of vodka and they spent an hour or so settling into each other’s company.


Little had changed in Fay’s situation since they last met. She was teaching in the same school; Jack was still working in his own practice; her older son was married and her daughter looked like becoming an old maid. And her younger son? Kingsley was still on the other side of the world.


‘Don’t be ridiculous, Fay,’ said Laura, ‘Caitlin won’t be an “old maid”. She may choose not to marry but what’s so terrible about that? Look at the mess Sadie’s making of her marriage.’ Laura had two children by different fathers. Sadie, the younger one, had married when she was barely twenty and the relationship had been on and off several times. ‘It’s on at the moment, thanks to Joe’s refusal to give up on her,’ Laura crossed her fingers, ‘But I don’t hold my breath.’


‘What about Cassidy?’ asked Isabel. ‘How old is he now?’


‘Getting on for thirty-four. Scary, isn’t it?’


‘He’s a lot better looking than he used to be,’ said Fay, holding up a photograph of a young man with a ponytail. ‘Or is my eyesight deteriorating? Where does the blonde hair come from? David was dark, wasn’t he?’


‘That was in Australia. The sun had bleached it. Cass worked out there for a couple of years. He wears it short now.’


‘What’s he doing? Didn’t you mention carpentry, or something?’ asked Isabel. She took the photograph and whistled. ‘I bet he’s broken a few hearts.’


Isabel had been the glamorous, giddy member of the trio but Fay wasn’t sure she deserved her nickname Dizzy Izzy. After a string of handsome boyfriends, she had ended up marrying a rather plain barrister, Geoffrey Lauderdale, and living in a huge house in Chelsea. She’d driven up to Nottingham – although Isabel insisted on saying ‘down’ – in a very flash car. The jacket hanging on the back of the kitchen chair had an Armani label. It seemed to Fay that Isabel had been very shrewd indeed.


‘How on earth d’you keep your figure, Izzy?’ asked Laura. ‘You’ve had four children and you can’t be more than a ten. I don’t want to know what size I am. I just put a big shirt over everything and hope for the best.’


Fay glanced across at Isabel’s flat front and pulled in her own stomach.‘I watch what I eat, and I go to the gym or swim most days,’ said Isabel, who had the time and the money for such things.


The conversation progressed from diets to health to old age to death and, inevitably, they ran through the lengthening list of contemporaries that had suffered dreadful illnesses and untimely deaths.


‘Would you want Geoffrey to marry again if you died?’ asked Fay. ‘I wouldn’t like Jack to be lonely, but I can’t quite picture him with another woman. Who’d want an ageing dentist, anyway?’


‘Geoffrey can do what the hell he likes when I’ve gone,’ said Isabel. ‘We hardly see each other now, so he might not even notice I wasn’t there.’


‘Let’s talk about something else,’ said Laura, picking up the empty glasses and taking them to the sink. Fay shot a glance at Isabel and grimaced. Laura’s beloved husband, David, had died a long while ago and she had never remarried. Laura had always been a private person and it hadn’t seemed right to press her on the question of Sadie’s father. She had once told them that he wasn’t around for long, adding, ‘But I had a choice, didn’t I, and chose to go through with it.’


Jack tucked in to his teacake. It was not yet five o’clock but the mellowness of the afternoon had evaporated and he’d fancied something warm to eat. He was the only customer in the place. He’d spent the afternoon roaming through mid-Wales, stopping to browse in bookshops or sort through the bargain boxes outside junk shops. As a result, he now owned a first edition of a Cecil Sharp biography, a garden fork and a vase in the shape of Nelson’s Column – a little gift for Fay.


The waitress wandered around with a J-cloth, sweeping crumbs from the table onto the vinyl flooring.


‘Anything else?’ she asked, glancing at the clock above the counter.


‘No thanks,’ said Jack, ‘But perhaps you could tell me where I am.’


Since making the decision to let destiny direct him, Jack had done everything he could to avoid establishing his location. Obviously the settlements along his route had all sported signs but fortunately he’d never heard of any of them. He’d had a smashing day and the time had come for him to be heading home.


‘The Corner Café.’ She pronounced it ‘caffee’.


‘That’s in…?’ he prompted.


‘Bridge Street.’


‘Which is in…?’


‘Llangwm,’ she said, giving him, what his mother would have called, an ‘old fashioned look’ and scurrying back to the kitchen before he could push her further. He tucked payment for his snack under his plate and left.


Llangwm was more than a village, yet didn’t seem big enough to be called a town. It straddled a meandering river, and the criss-crossing streets, meeting at odd angles, made for a quaintness more often found in England than in rural Wales. He passed a row of shops and a pub on his way back to the moss-covered car park, where his car was still the only one in sight. He turned the key in the ignition. Nothing. He tried again. More nothing. It had been running perfectly, without a hint of trouble, which made diagnosis of the problem impossible. Anyway, he was useless with cars. His time was better spent earning the money to pay someone who knew what they were doing – a perfectly sound decision. Where he’d made the mistake was to let his AA membership lapse.


He locked the car and traipsed back to the café. By this time ‘Closed’ dangled on the door and there were no signs of life. The street was deserted. Whistling to convey nonchalance, he began walking, hoping that he’d come across a garage or someone who could direct him to one.


At the far end of the street, standing out amongst the row of stone-built houses, he spotted an Italianate villa, bedecked with hanging baskets. The Welcome Stranger Guesthouse in jaunty yellow lettering on a dark green board, hung over the central entrance. After no more than a second’s hesitation, he climbed the three steps up from the pavement and pounded on the door.


A young woman opened it and smiled at him. She was, he thought, a few years older than Caitlin, mid-thirties perhaps, and not as tall. Her long, blue-black hair was gathered in a ponytail. She wore a tee-shirt and ankle-length cotton skirt, printed with a hectic pattern of butterflies.


‘I hope you do.’ He grinned back at her and pointed up at the sign. ‘Welcome strangers, I mean.’


‘That’s the general idea. The stranger the better,’ she laughed, ushering Jack past the reception desk and into the untidy sitting room, where a fire, cheery but not too hot, crackled in the grate and a ginger cat snoozed on the rug.


They introduced themselves, ‘Jack Waterfield.’


‘Non. Non Evans.’


He explained his predicament – a non-functioning car; no AA membership; no phone number for a garage; no sign of life in the village; no idea where he was; no plan of campaign. No mention, either, of a wife and grown-up children. But, sitting by the fire, cat purring at his feet, none of it was a problem. He was immediately and sublimely at peace, as if he’d arrived home after a long and difficult journey; as if he had found the person to whom he could relate his brightest hopes and darkest fears.


He felt even more at home after he’d eaten a supper of lamb stew followed by creamy rice pudding. Non had insisted that, as the other guests were out, he should have a meal with her, in the kitchen and, while they were eating, she made a suggestion. The car couldn’t be fixed before the morning, when Non would contact her cousin, Gareth: ‘He’s a dab hand with motors.’ It was futile trying to get back to Cardiff by public transport because the daily bus had passed through Llangwm at noon. Anyway, he would only have to come back for the car and face a similar problem in reverse. Jack agreed that the sensible thing would be to spend the night at The Welcome Stranger and Non went off to prepare a room for him.


There were two other guests in residence. Melvin and Bonnie Meredith were over from Boston, hot on the trail of their forefathers. They arrived back at nine o’clock after a fruitful day touring the churchyards in the area. Non opened a bottle of wine and suggested a game of Scrabble by the fire. There was dissent over the spelling of a word, here and there, but they agreed to adopt the indigenous dictionary, on the understanding that this ruling would apply when they played a return match in the United States. By the time they’d had a night-cap of hot chocolate laced with rum, they were the best of butties and buddies.


It was only as Jack was slipping into bed that he wondered whether he ought to phone someone and tell them where he was. He checked his mobile but there were no messages and it was well past midnight. There seemed little point in causing a fuss.
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Fay and Isabel agreed that Laura’s fish pie and apple crumble were better than anything they might get in a restaurant.


During the meal Fay noticed how little Isabel ate, and how much she drank. From what she said, her life sounded equally unbalanced. She talked about Geoffrey as though he were a professional acquaintance and her children no more than a logistical problem. Fay had not met Piers, Max, Johnny and Esme often enough to know them as individuals. In her head they were ‘Izzy’s four’, and their mother’s disjointed ramblings about ‘gap years’ and placements with ‘friends of ours in Chile’ served only to weld them inseparably into Piersmaxjohnnyandesme, a four-headed, over-indulged monster.


Fay noticed how intently Laura listened as if committing every word to memory. Occasionally she asked a question or made a comment that pinpointed the essence of the discussion, elevating it to something more meaningful than gossip. She had always been attentive and, had she been a writer not a painter, Fay might have worried that these intimate conversations would appear in a novel or TV drama.


Isabel stopped talking and relinquished her place in the confessional. It was Fay’s turn and she knew that, having been through the superficial stuff earlier, they were expecting some in-depth revelations. But Fay was accustomed to promoting the Waterfield family myth of harmony and success. ‘I’m really, really getting a lot out of being HoD.’


‘What’s HoD?’ Isabel interrupted.


‘Head of Department.’ Didn’t everyone know that? She continued with the sanitised patter. Jack was well respected within his profession, still loving his work and was very trim for his age. Caitlin was lecturing at the Dental school in Cardiff. She owned her own flat and had a silver sports car. Dylan had just married a charming young woman from a very good family. And Kingsley…? Oh, Kingsley was fine – learning lots of life-skills on the other side of the world. There. All done.


‘Does Jack still do that whatd’youcallit? With bells?’ Isabel giggled.


‘Yes, he does.’ Fay had hoped to avoid the Morris dancing. People sometimes forgot his name but nobody forgot her husband’s hobby. If he played chess or collected stamps or went fishing it wouldn’t get a mention. She, too, found the whole dancing thing ludicrous but she kept up the PR. ‘It’s a very strenuous activity you know. Excellent for the cardiovascular system. Better than aerobics. And it goes way, way back. Before cricket was…invented. Invented? If you’ve ever read Hardy,’ she paused for her words to penetrate Isabel’s alcohol-dulled consciousness, ‘If you really know your Hardy, you’ll remember that it’s pivotal in several of the novels.’ She avoided Laura’s gaze, dreading that she would demand chapter and verse.


‘I think back all those years, to that last day, when we stood on the bridge and skimmed those sodding school hats across the river. Everything seemed possible. God, I’d have drowned myself there and then if I thought I’d end up like this.’ Isabel made a pistol with her fingers, holding it to her temple, as if drowning were not enough.


‘Well I’m perfectly content with how things have worked out.’ Fay smiled brightly. ‘Perhaps I’m not quite so demanding.’


Isabel ploughed on. ‘Come off it, Fay. I can’t believe that Jumping Jack, successful and healthy though he may be, has been the only man in your life. Spill the beans. Dish the dirt. No dalliances in the stockroom or extra-mural activities? We all know what goes on in the staff room. And in the dentist’s chair, come to that. Has Jack been a good boy? Actually, my dentist is dishy. He can give me a filling any time he likes. What’s yours like Laura?’


‘She’s certainly very efficient.’ Laura, the slightest of smiles crossing her face, collected the plates. ‘And I’d change only one thing about my life. I should have told that bloody editor that David wasn’t available.’


Fay leaned across and put her arm around Laura’s shoulder, and remembered David Ford. David had been working as a junior photographer on one of the major dailies. A big story had broken. A man was holding a group of teenagers hostage, at a youth club, and all the other staff photographers were occupied so David had been asked to cover it. He’d jumped at the chance. As activity around the youth club stepped up, and police marksmen were called in, the man had become agitated and started firing towards the crowd. At the inquest it was revealed that one of the bullets had ricocheted off the wall of an adjacent building and penetrated David’s skull, even though he had been well out of the line of fire.


Try as they might, they couldn’t regain their high spirits and soon after they had cleared the table and done the washing up, Laura wished them goodnight. ‘You can stay up and natter if you like but I need my bed. Help yourself to anything you need.’


Isabel wandered into the sitting room with two glasses and the remnants of a bottle of wine. Fay followed. It was cooler in here and she pulled her jacket around her as she flopped onto the shabby Chesterfield and yawned. ‘I really should go to bed, too. I was up at six. I’ve eaten and drunk far too much, though, and I shan’t sleep.’


Isabel proffered the bottle and when she declined tipped its contents into her own glass. ‘I never sleep.’ She drank the wine, gulping it down until the glass was empty. ‘I’ve always suffered from insomnia. The only thing that does the trick is a good fuck. And those are few and far between these days.’


Fay was used to Isabel’s outrageous statements and whilst her friend prattled on, she looked around the room. The walls were painted in shades of dusky pink, but little of it showed between the patchwork of Laura’s paintings and David’s photographs. One wall was completely fitted out with bookshelves, the contents dancing in higgledy-piggledy rows. Painters, poets, cooks, travellers, story-tellers and historians, cheek by jowl. Her own shelves were classified along the lines of the school library, and she wondered how anyone in this house could ever find what they were looking for.


Isabel had fallen silent and was lolling to one side. Her cheek, pressing against the high arm of the sofa, was folded and wrinkled like the worn leather. Leaning closer, Fay inspected her friend’s hair and could see a few gratifying millimetres of grey, almost white, at the roots. And the skin above her upper lip was furred with soft, bleached hair. The face of her mother’s sister, Violet, sprang up before her. Auntie Violet had been glamorous, too, and as a child she’d loved watching her aunt applying blood-red lipstick, then clamping her lips to a Rizla paper to blot off the excess. When she got older the lipstick flooded into the tiny wrinkles around her lips – a scarlet centipede walking across her face.


A noise from the kitchen made Fay jump. Someone was coming in through the back door. She froze, wishing that she had closed the door to the sitting room and could hide from this midnight prowler. Holding her breath, she prayed that Isabel wouldn’t wake and start babbling.


It sounded as though the intruder was running the tap and clattering in the cupboards. Now he was whistling. She reached into her bag for her phone, switching it on, ready to call nine-nine-nine.


Something tinkled on to the kitchen tiles. ‘Bugger.’


With the phone clasped in her hand, she tip-toed across the hall and leant around the half-open kitchen door. Silhouetted against the white light from the open fridge, was a young man, crouching. He must have felt her presence because she certainly made no noise and he swivelled round to face her, still on his haunches.


‘Oh, God. Sorry. Did I wake you? Mum’ll murder me.’


‘Cassidy?’


‘I’m so sorry. I wasn’t supposed to come home but I missed the last bus to Beeston. I was planning to stay with a mate.’


‘You nearly spent the night in a police cell.’ She held up her phone. ‘I’m Fay, by the way.’


‘I know. You haven’t changed a bit.’


They shook hands, calculating that it was six or seven years since they’d last met. ‘I remember it very clearly,’ he said, ‘Mum and I dropped in on our way somewhere and I managed to kick a cup of tea all over your white carpet. You were terribly nice about it.’


‘Was I? That doesn’t sound a bit like me.’


They laughed.


‘Well this calls for a drink, don’t you think? I know Mum’s got some brandy stashed in one of these cupboards. I’d hate to think she’s going to waste it on cooking.’


Out of the blue, Fay felt the party mood return and didn’t protest when Cassidy poured two generous brandies from the dusty bottle. He raised his glass. ‘To reconnecting.’


Fay wasn’t fond of brandy but, not wanting to appear a spoil-sport, tossed it back, straight away feeling her cheeks flush and her heart race.





Now that he was standing up, she had to tilt her head right back to look at his face. ‘Gosh. I thought my sons were tall but you’re…’ She stopped. ‘How rude of me. I shouldn’t make personal remarks.’


‘No sweat. And it’s a fact. I am ridiculously tall. Six-five. The only place I can get lost in a crowd is Sweden. They all seem to be tall over there. But I don’t think Dad had any Scandinavian genes.’


‘Maybe not, but he was a lovely man. D’you remember him at all?’


‘Not really. I used to think I did, but now I realise I was remembering all the things people told me about him. Their memories of him, not my own.’ He paused. ‘I do remember something of my own, actually.’ She waited, wondering why he seemed so uncertain. ‘It must be mine because it’s something horrid.’


‘You don’t have to tell me if it’s a private thing.’ She wanted to keep the conversation light.


‘I want to. I don’t often meet anyone that knew him. But you won’t tell Mum will you? It would be pointless to upset her.’


She promised, dreading what he was going to say.


‘He died when I was five, so it must have happened a little while before that. We were in the garden and he had the hose-pipe fixed to the tap outside the kitchen door. We were living in South London then. Did you ever come to that house? Anyway, he was watering the garden, or whatever, and I remember looking down at the hose, lying across the lawn like a big black snake, and I stood on it. God knows why. To see what would happen I suppose. The pressure blew the pipe off the tap which didn’t really do any damage but Dad went mad. He smacked me across the legs with it and locked me in the shed. I don’t know how long I was in there but it was stifling hot. The smell of creosoted wood still makes me feel ill.’ He pushed his hair back with his hand and shook his head. ‘Can that be the only memory I have of the man that everyone tells me was so wonderful? He thrashed me and locked me in a shed. Sometimes I think I dreamed it. I wish I had.’ He poured two more brandies and this time he, too, tossed his back.


She wished her cheeks weren’t burning and that she could think of something comforting to say.


‘Shall I tell you another secret?’ He paused then obviously seeing concern cloud her face continued, ‘Don’t worry. This is something nice. I used to love it when you came. Mum, bless her, was a bit laid back but when you came we had such a great time. We did proper things.’


‘Proper things?’


‘We went on outings. To museums. Out for meals. You took me to the zoo for the first time. Things that proper families did.’ He paused again, looking directly at her. ‘I know this sounds disloyal but I distinctly remember wishing that you were my mum.’


Overcome by something she didn’t quite understand, she grabbed him in a lingering hug, her head barely grazing his chin. How bony he was beneath his sweater, so different from her well-built son.


‘Fay?’ Isabel’s voice croaked from the sitting room. ‘Where is everyone? What’s the time?’


Fay felt unreasonably miffed at the interruption. ‘Just getting a glass of water.’ Cassidy raised his eyebrows and she put her finger to her lips then went to the sink, making lots of noise as she filled a tumbler with water. He followed her and standing very close whispered, ‘Sorry about all that. I shouldn’t have offloaded. You won’t tell Mum, will you?’ She shook her head.


‘Fay? Ooops.’ There was a crash from the sitting room which might have been books falling off the shelf or a chair toppling over. ‘Shit.’


‘Coming.’


Like a sleepy child, he offered her his cheek and she kissed it gently. ‘See you tomorrow?’ she whispered, then went to persuade Isabel that it was time for bed.
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It took Jack a few waking moments to pinpoint his location. The window wasn’t in the right place – unless he’d moved into the spare room during the night, something he often did these days, prompted by Fay’s ‘Snoring, Jack,’ and prod in the kidneys. They agreed that it was a sensible solution – they both needed to get a decent night’s sleep, ready for the working day ahead. But the spare room didn’t have crisp white sheets or smell of lavender. The bed creaked as he rolled on to his front, enjoying the long-forgotten sensation of cotton against his naked flesh, before rolling over again to locate a cooler spot. It had been like this when he was a child, hot and feverish with measles, mumps or something that children weren’t allowed to have anymore. He would lie in the middle of his tubular metal bed, getting hotter and hotter until he could stand it no longer, then wriggle out of the dip in the mattress to a cool patch right at the edge, anchoring himself with a skinny arm thrust between the mattress and the tucked-under bedding.


The sash window was open a few inches and he dozed for a while, enjoying the fresh morning air, until the distant babble of running water drove him out of bed in search of the bathroom. The rooms at The Welcome Stranger Guesthouse did not have en suite facilities. Non made sure that he was aware of that before suggesting that he stay the night. ‘Lots of people have got a real thing about it,’ she said, ‘So I always mention it straight away. There are four rooms and we’ve got two bathrooms so it’s not like a camp site.’


Fay would never stay anywhere if she had to share a bathroom and he felt daring as, kitted out in the towelling robe from the back of the bedroom door, he sauntered across the landing. He pulled it firmly around him when he saw Non coming up the stairs, carrying a mug of tea. ‘Sleep well?’ she inquired as if he were one of her family. She held the mug out to him. ‘I thought you might be ready for this.’


Today her hair was roughly plaited, the ends tied with red knitting-wool and she wore a short-sleeved white blouse and pair of well-washed jeans. Her face was without makeup and her feet were bare. All visible skin had the even tan that only comes from working out of doors.


‘Yes. Thanks.’ He wanted to tell her that it was the most restoring night’s sleep that he’d had for years and that it would be the easiest thing in the world to stay here for the rest of his life, playing Scrabble and sharing a bathroom with lovely people like Melvin and Bonnie.


But he didn’t get the chance to say a word before she was off again. ‘What d’you fancy for breakfast? Oh, Gareth’s on his way over to pick up the keys then he’ll go and take a look at your car. Full Welsh? D’you want to borrow some slippers?’


He loved the way her conversation darted all over the place, her voice soft as honey dribbling off the spoon.


After showering, he put on his clothes from the previous day. This was forbidden at home. Fay whipped things off him and into the washing machine before they had time to meld to the shape of his body or take on his smell, then they turned up again in the wardrobe with sharp creases down the arms or legs. Fair enough, he needed to look freshly laundered when he was at work or attending a meeting of the Dental Practitioners Committee, but she did the same thing with his gardening togs and his dancing clothes.


Before going down to breakfast, he checked his phone for messages and called in to see whether there was anything vital on the landline. It was a facility that he’d viewed as technology gone mad but, this particular Sunday morning, it put his mind at ease, knowing that there had been no crisis at home and no one was trying to get hold of him.


The smell of bacon wafted up the stairs and Jack traced it to the kitchen where Melvin and Bonnie were already tucking in to a cooked breakfast. ‘Hi there. Help yourself, Jack.’ Bonnie waved towards the Aga where a baking tray held all the makings of a ‘full Welsh’ breakfast.


At home, even at weekends, he and Fay stuck to muesli and wholemeal toast but he poured a mug of tea from the large brown pot and only hesitated for a second before loading his plate with a bit of everything, choosing the seat which gave him a clear view of Non, carrying a basket down to the enclosure at the end of the garden.


‘What are your plans for the day?’ he asked Melvin.


‘We try not to make plans, don’t we?’ Melvin looked at Bonnie for confirmation.


‘Not strictly true, honey. But now we’ve completed our research we can afford to go with the flow. We don’t need to be back home for another couple of months so…’ she smiled and shrugged.


What must it feel like – not to be constrained by a relentless schedule? The longest break from work that he’d ever had was two and a half weeks when they’d dragged the children around Scotland. Fay had complained that she was expected to soldier on alone, year after year, through the long summer holidays and had insisted that he put in more effort with ‘his’ children. By some twisted logic she considered his going to work as a kind of treat, some sort of dig at her, and that she was the one who had the rotten deal. The other school holidays were the same but with a smaller discontentment rating. The Scottish trip had been planned down to the last ice cream stop and visitor centre. Often they had driven past intriguing hand-painted signs on the roadside, suggesting that they might veer off down a winding lane to see a ‘tartan maze’ or a ‘rodent sanctuary’, but it would have thrown them off schedule and they might never have got back on track.


‘How about you, Jack? How’s your day looking?’


Before he could answer, Non had come through the back door. ‘Sorry to abandon you but I’m sure you don’t want me hovering around being servile. I’m not very good at that.’ She put her basket down on the draining board and lifted out a dozen or so eggs, splodged with chicken dung and downy feathers. She wiped them with a damp cloth and placed them gently in the egg cartons, stacked on top of the fridge. ‘It’s a gorgeous day. I don’t think we should sit around here wasting it d’you? I know a place where I can guarantee that we’ll see red kites.’


She smiled, revealing her perfect white teeth, and there was nothing in the world that he wanted to see more than red kites, even though he had no idea what they were. Of course he knew they were birds. Weren’t they? Birds of prey?


‘Wow.’ He recognised that this wasn’t an appropriate response and floundered on. ‘That’ll be a first for me…great…’


‘We’ll go in my car. Gareth should have yours fixed by the time we get back. Does that sound okay?’


It sounded breathtakingly, gloriously, magnificently wonderful to Jack.


Unfortunately Bonnie and Melvin were committed ornithologists and the foursome set out in search of the elusive birds.





They drove for ten minutes, leaving the main road and climbing up towards the bluff, taking narrower and narrower lanes, Non driving confidently on, as if she knew that nothing would appear around the next corner.


They left the car on the side of the road and joined a footpath, leading out onto the springy turf of the hillside. The prevailing wind, no more than a gentle breeze today, had distorted the scruffy hawthorns that dotted the landscape and they leaned at crazy angles. These enduring trees and the scrawny sheep that grazed the rough pasture, gave the scene a markedly biblical look. Melvin and Bonnie, although both on the large side, scampered up the steep slope as if it were their natural habitat and Jack, slight and muscular though he was, had his work cut out to keep up. He was carrying the small rucksack which Non had handed him. ‘Just a snack. A proper outing has to include a picnic, don’t you think?’


‘Abso…’ he panted ‘…lutely.’


They reached the remains of a wall, now just a scattering of stones tumbling down the hillside, and found a spot to perch whilst they passed around the bottle of water and shared the biscuits from the bag. ‘I like to think that maybe one of my forefathers tended sheep on this very mountainside a coupla’ hundred years ago. We found several Merediths in the churchyard yesterday.’ Melvin spread his arms wide encompassing the vista. ‘My great-great-great granddaddy may have stood on this very spot and looked down into this very valley. Doesn’t it make you feel humble?’


They walked on holding the contour, circling the belly of the hill, until Non, who was several yards ahead, extended an arm to signal a halt. ‘Look. Up and to your left. Towards the outcrop.’


Jack looked up and saw two birds, silhouetted against the cloudless sky, circling and rising. ‘Wow.’ It was the appropriate word, exactly.





When they got back, Jack’s car was parked in front of The Welcome Stranger and Gareth had left the keys, along with a note, on the kitchen table. ‘Loose lead. You owe me a pint next time you’re up this way.’


‘But I must pay him,’ he protested, ‘It should be double time for Sunday.’


‘You could buy him two pints,’ Non suggested, ‘next time you come.’


He stared at her. Next time you come? ‘Okay. It’s a deal. But be sure to give him my thanks, won’t you? Now I’d better make a move.’


He went upstairs to his room. Of course there was nothing to pack, but he wanted to file the details of it in his memory. The smell of lavender; the bathrobe on the back of the door; the patchwork bedspread; the hen coop at the end of the neat vegetable garden; and, beyond, the hills where the kites had soared. He took the unused handkerchief from his jacket pocket and placed it squarely in the centre of the drawer of the bedside table.


They all came out to see him off, wishing him a safe journey, as if he were setting off to circumnavigate the globe. Melvin pushed a card into his hand. ‘It’s been a pleasure, Jack. Call by if you’re ever States-side. We’ll have a return game. American spellings, naturally…’


The car started first time and, before he pulled away, Non opened the door and placed a grubby egg carton and a posy of roses on the seat next to him. ‘A memento of your country weekend,’ she said, slamming the door and waving him off.


He watched her in the rear-view mirror until The Welcome Stranger Guesthouse disappeared around a bend in the road. As he passed the last house on the outskirts of Llangwm he remembered that he had no idea where he was and he stopped in a lay-by, consulting the map he had tossed behind the seat a mere twenty-four hours ago.
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