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‘The only helmet a woman should use is the one at the hairdressers.’

(Race director of the 1958 French Grand Prix to Maria Teresa De Filippis, after forbidding her from racing)





Prologue: What’s My Line?


April 1968

The first thing she heard when she emerged from behind the curtain was whistling.

Not just any whistling, but the kind of noise men make from their cars to women on the street. Wolf whistling. There was no chance of hiding from it as she stepped onto the stage. The television studio’s cardboard walls and gummy matt-black floor fenced her in, the spotlights trapping her in their glare. Rows of audience members looked at her expectantly, hands poised to clap, gagging for a laugh, as the theme tune played itself out in the background: overseer, undertaker, pest destroyer, boilermaker. It’s… BBC’s What’s My Line? And then the host:

‘We’ve got some very interesting occupations to trouble you with on tonight’s episode of What’s My Line?’ he said, fast and slick. ‘You all know the rules. Our panel have got to guess the occupations of our guests before they reach ten ‘no’s. And without further ado, let’s meet our first contestant. Come on, don’t be scared.’ He beckoned her over. She finally let go of the curtain.

The whistling resumed as she edged towards him in the high heels the producers had told her to wear. They had chosen her outfit as well – a shrimp-coloured satin skirt so tight that her thighs strained at the fabric, and a blazer collared with pink feathers that tickled her nose and itched her neck. Her blonde hair had been wound around foam blocks and hairsprayed stiff until it resembled a wig. Glamour was essential, the stylist had told her.

The host shook her hand and instructed her to write her name on the blackboard.

She did: Winifred Vaux in neat cursive.

He read it out to the audience incorrectly, pronouncing her surname like Vox.

‘It’s Vaux,’ she said. ‘The x is silent. It sounds like bow, like what you use to play the violin.’

‘And is it Miss or Mrs Vaux?’ He leaned in, like he was speaking to a child.

‘It’s Ms.’

‘What, the letters between the m and s weren’t good enough for you?’ The audience laughed, but she remained unsmiling. ‘Oh, alright.’ His lip twitched. She was bucking the script already, ignoring the cue cards flashing behind his head.

‘Now, Ms’ – he exaggerated it – ‘Vaux’ – and exaggerated that too – ‘may I present the panel.’

She turned towards the right side of the stage and saw two male faces, two female ones – four stiff sets of hair. Then, the host took her arm and led her towards the desk on the left side, directing her into the seat next to him.

‘We’ll let the audience in the theatre and at home know exactly what your line is. If you want to play it the hard way like our panel, then close your eyes for a moment.’

Her line flashed up on the screen: AUTOMOBILE RACE DRIVER.

The cue card – APPLAUSE – lifted up, but the response was slow. A few claps, then some more. A rush at last. She smirked. It was a hesitance she knew well.

‘Alright, we can tell you that Ms Vaux deals in a service, and we’ll begin the general questioning with Dennis.’

Dennis looked up at her through his thick-paned glasses. He took a deep breath.

‘Ms Vaux, have you anything to do with show business, and if not, why not?’

Urgent laughs filled the studio.

‘No.’

‘That’s one no down and nine to go. Alison?’ The host clipped along.

Alison arranged her petite upper body to face her.

‘Well, Dennis asked that question, because you are a very attractive lady, but the reason for all the laughter must be because you do something quite unlike what it looks like you do. Is that possible?’

‘Yes.’

‘So day to day, on the job that you have, you wouldn’t look like you do tonight.’

‘I try not to,’ she replied with a smile. The audience’s laugh changed colour.

Her eyes pleaded with Alison to go on. Get me out of this satin.

‘Do you do something that requires dexterity?’

‘Yes.’

‘Perhaps with heavy machinery?’

‘Yes.’

‘Is it some kind of automobile?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you drive a car that is different from a regular car?’

‘Yes.’

‘Does it go very fast?’

‘Sometimes.’

Alison shifted in her seat, suddenly uncomfortable. Was someone holding up a cue card behind her? Had someone – Dennis, perhaps – pinched her under the table? Why had she stopped, when she knew? Alison sank under the weight of her hair, reeling herself back in as if she had overstepped.

‘Is it larger than the average car?’ she finally asked, quieter this time.

‘No.’

Alison looked at her in apology, then brushed her hair to the side and stared down into her lap. She had been so close.

*

It lasted for an agonizing twenty minutes. During which time the panel had tiptoed around what they all knew until the host threw up his hands and announced they were out of questions. He had then turned to her and said it seems that the panel could not guess your line, why don’t you tell them what it is? When she did, their mock surprise bored her – and the host proceeded to ask whether she found television or racing more terrifying.

After they let her free, she rushed through back corridors to her dressing room while shooing away men with clipboards. She pushed aside the make-up brushes and tissue boxes, searching for the telephone. Dialled.

‘They talked in the present tense,’ she shouted at the man on the other end, breathless. But this man – her publicist, manager, something inbetween – was used to the lack of hello.

‘So what?’

‘You didn’t tell them I was a former racing car driver?’

‘You’re on a long hiatus, no?’

‘Rich, I quit. It’s finished.’

‘Freddy, that’s what you say, but I think—’

‘You know why I quit.’

The line went silent.

‘Tell me how it went otherwise,’ he said.

‘It was terrible, they had no idea who I was.’

‘My dear, I believe that’s the point. The trick is not to take offence.’

‘But they played it out like I was some joke. And one of the producers mentioned something about an obituary. Care to explain?’

‘That’s how they found you,’ he said, after some hesitation.

‘But I’m not dead.’

‘Evidently. They were after some Countess who raced with you once, wanted to get her onto the show but she was… you know, dead. Your name was mentioned alongside hers.’

She bit her lip and tried not to catch her eye in the mirror.

‘I never should have agreed to this – it was a bad idea.’

‘I could have told you that.’

‘Then why didn’t you?’

‘Tell you what to do? Fred, I value my life far too much to do that.’

‘Maybe I don’t want the next thing written about me to be an obituary.’ She paused. ‘Just tell me there’s a difference.’ To his silence: ‘Tell me there’s a difference between vanity and not wanting to sink into obscurity.’

‘Whoever said you had to sink into it? I’d say it’s been a rather pleasant walk into the sunset.’

Something occurred to her, then. ‘Why did you set this up in the first place, Rich? I’m not even your client.’

A long pause.

‘You’ll always be my client, Fred. You know that. I promised you that.’

Freddy put down the phone and waited for the final trembles of embarrassment to burn off. She heard her forty-two-year-old body uncranking, cooling, like something mechanical. It was an old habit she had revived over the past few months, this listening to her body. Calculating the speed with which her mind sent neurons to her feet when she walked, trying to catch a lag in the system, feeling each individual muscle expand and contract. When the cars shunted her against their cockpit walls, she could predict the colour of the bruise from the force. The insistent noise of her being had always stood out from the haze of drills and exhaust cracks. But such sensitivity had faded over time, like most other things.

Until her hand had smoothed over that faint lump in her breast, a little less than a month ago.

She had been in the shower when she felt the strange bauble just in the side of her left breast – untender, untended. She felt it over and over again, how it bobbed and escaped the pressure of her fingers, had almost named it by the time she emerged from the shower. And she spent ten more minutes scrabbling with her breast, examining it in the mirror and trying to spot the little nudge in her skin.

It must have been from the crash in Monaco, she had thought, remembering the chicane that chucked her around like ice in a cocktail shaker, and how the debris had hit her breast awkwardly. Or was it at Monza? The Italian racetrack where she ran around the back of her car to chase the boys to the pit lane and slammed into the rear wing, then spent more than three weeks pretending she was not in pain. It could even have been Spa, the Belgian track where a thirty-one-mile-per-hour wind was always battering the side of her car at precisely the wrong angle. She had replayed the beats of her life, asking whether she might have avoided this fate if she had hit some of them differently. She tore through her career at the bathroom sink.

Now, sat in front of the dressing room mirror, she took off the feathered pink blazer and twisted her torso, noticing the small protrusion even through the blouse. She cursed Rich for no particular reason. The lump was why she was here backstage at a television studio. Her hair had still been wet from that fateful shower when she answered his call about What’s My Line?

She had barely listened to him as he explained the premise and, after blindly agreeing to the show, she had run through the options again: perhaps it was scar tissue, perhaps it was a gland gone awry, or a cyst or an ulcer. Women get those sorts of thing. But then there were the questionnaires at the doctor’s office that she had filled in: Do you have a history of breast cancer in your family?

Yes, she would always tick, thinking nothing of it. She called the doctor. The doctor called for a scan. The scan led to a mammogram. The mammogram to a biopsy. The biopsy to that frown on the doctor’s forehead that spelled what she already knew. Yes, she ticked again.

How long? she asked – but all she remembered from the doctor’s appointment was the word aggressive. The only place she had brought aggression was the track, shoving herself onto the apex of the racing line before her opponent could. But this was something she could not overtake or outpace. It had the jump on her. Its aggression had trumped hers.

Six weeks? Eight weeks? It was only a matter of time. And time was matter now – it was thick, quantifiable, something to wade through, heavy with dread and doubt.

She closed her eyes and listened to her body again, the cumulative bumps and bruises on her arms. In the dressing room, sat so still, she itched for the ever-breathtaking speed of the car. The host’s question came back into her mind then: do you find television or racing more terrifying? One thing was for certain: neither was as terrifying as the prospect of all that speed, all those bruises, being for nothing. She understood that the universe did not owe her anything, and she had never driven simply for the trophies or the fame. But she had dared to think that her efforts to scorch a path in the sport would make some small mark on the world and its way of thinking. Respect, at least, if not recognition. Opening her eyes, she caught herself in the mirror.

She reached for the phone and dialled it again. This time, she called a different number. The instant the line connected, she asked:

‘What’s your driver line-up for Le Mans looking like this year?’





1. Victory Race

May 1945

It began at the end. As Freddy sat tracing the rim of a champagne-filled coupe, she thought she was probably the only person in the club, in London, and probably in all of England, who wasn’t thrilled that the war was over. She was struggling to admit this to herself, as the chandelier swung above her, and a shirtless boy from it, and two girls danced with their two boys and trod right over her toes without even noticing. In the grand scheme of things, she reasoned, there was nothing to complain about. Nothing at all. Future historians would scoff at questions about the mixed mood after the news came that it was over. Her dread, her hesitance would be swept under a carpet of utterly wonderful. And it was, wasn’t it?

There was nothing to complain about. Other than that she wouldn’t be able to drive from now on.

She would be able to drive, she tutted to herself. Of course she would. But not for her occupation, not for her country, and not – certainly not – fast.

Gingerly, she touched the breast pocket of her uniform, feeling for the four corners of the letter poking at the fabric. Not that she needed to read it again; she already had it memorized.


Miss Winifred Vaux has been promoted to the rank of Junior Commander in the Auxiliary Territorial Service. This will replace her previous rank of second subaltern, and she is to report to the Aldershot Training Facility on 11th May to captain her division and receive additional training. She is to be congratulated on this achievement.

Please see the enclosed medal and insignia, which can be attached to the regular ATS uniform. No new uniform will be supplied.



It was dated 4 May 1945 – only last week, but it could have been from another time. A promotion for a service that would be disbanded and wound down. She could burn her uniform, unpin her hair, ditch the hat. An auxiliary to nothing. She had half a mind to throw it away altogether, but then there was that other half that told her to keep the letter pressed against her chest, just so she knew it was there.

Without it, someone could convince her the previous seven months had been a hallucination. That all those night circuits in ambulances and recovery vehicles around the East End had been a recurring dream; that the uniform she wore was a costume; that she had never learned how to drive four different types of military vehicle through pitch-dark at seventy miles per hour; that she had never touched the engine or greased the tyres of a moderated military Humber. She almost wished it had been a dream. If she had never had the chance to drive like that, she would never have the chance to miss it.

The pleasure of it came from the awfulness. There was an odd liberation in being given licence to become a regulated nuisance on the bomb-torn streets, hand-brake turning and skidding around junk playgrounds. When wailing women were loaded into the back of her truck, she knew, with guilty giddiness, that they had called her because she was the best driver on the force – the one who could get them to the hospital quicker than anyone else. They were the most terrible circumstances in which to feel so gratified – but did the blood on her backseat invalidate her skill? Was she not allowed some shaded glee for finding a shortcut to what she was born for, using these men and their machines for her own gain? She had driven for country with the rebellious, childish notion that she was outsmarting them at their own game, undercutting their grand plan. They hated putting their delicate young women behind the wheel and she had lapped it up – their hate, and the speed.

After so much acceleration, for so many nights, being stationary had never seemed so still. She was desperate to move, but her brothers had said wait there, we’ve got a surprise for you and disappeared across the dance floor. She had stood up to follow them but John, the eldest, guided her back down into the chair. I’m serious, don’t move. He ordered her a drink and left. It had been nearly ten minutes now and she wondered if this was one of their pranks.

She scanned the sprawling dance floor, searching for them. The once-pristine chandelier that loomed over the dancers had tarnished, displaying rusted edges and two missing bulbs, and the white curtains hung by the stage were repurposed bedsheets. The floor pinched and squeaked when people danced on it, polished to excess. The drink she had left on the table was so sweet it became sour, and then the sour gave way to a further edge of sweetness. Endings kept fluttering into new beginnings, and beginnings into ends. Glasses and spoons clinked without pause. The band knocked out tune after tune. Loud shouts of joy from all directions. Men threw their dance partners in violent glee.

Soldiers in various layers, styles, versions of uniform veered near Freddy’s table, but all took wide berths when she scowled at them. While she could be considered enticing, she had a habit of making herself look the opposite. Standoffish was her aim. She was gamine – petite, but not curvy. Her hips and thighs, still clad in uniform under the table, were straight, narrow, boyish, and she wore her blonde hair short, so that only a few flicked ends would peek out from under her cap. She heard an American soldier walk past her and remark that some of these English broads ain’t broad where they oughta be.

Good, she thought. With any luck, she could get through tonight without touching the hand of a man that wasn’t one of her brothers. She had no intention of nearing any of these soldiers, nor letting one near her – not after what had happened to Carrie Dalton, the girl she had met over a pair of engines at training camp. The only one in the service she could stomach. Freddy had never fitted in with other girls growing up, their friendship threatening to distract her from her ambition to be the best – or at least half as good as the boys. Other women are a threat was the mantra she often chanted to herself without realizing. Had someone else instilled this idea in her head, or did she generate it herself?

But things were different with Carrie. She cared as little for friendship as Freddy did, and their relationship was more one of comfortably sharing silence and occasionally telling each other how to gearshift that bit more efficiently or find the better line around the corner. Never giving away all the secrets, of course, because they were both keen to remain one step ahead of the other, but Carrie was someone to learn from, to stick close to – she was from a farming family and had grown up with her hands deep inside the guts of tractors. There was no worry either of Carrie getting involved with one of the men, like the other girls always dreamed of. She seemed to show no interest in them – and when she did talk to someone she liked, red-haired Carrie’s face flushed so violently that it was difficult to tell where her hairline began, and she started spluttering and giggling in a way that drove off her fellow conversationalist. Even Freddy was more experienced with boys, and that was saying something.

On the night the company went down to the pub after completing their initial training, Freddy knew they were in trouble when Carrie whispered to her that a man keeps looking at me and there was no chance of distinguishing Carrie’s hairline. What man? Freddy had asked. The man who crossed the room and put his hand on Carrie’s waist, and then his arm around it. He never even told Carrie his name. She never asked, but never said no to anything he asked, too in awe of his attention.

A month later, it was discovered – in the words of the commander – that Miss Dalton has got herself pregnant, as though no one else had played a part. Freddy knew the rulebook by heart, and she knew what it meant: according to paragraph eleven, auxiliaries who became pregnant were to be discharged with immediate effect and their conduct throughout their period of service investigated.

If the choice was to be a prude or pregnant, then she would choose prude in a heartbeat.

It was easy to spot Eric picking his way through the tables, as one of the only men not in uniform. Instead, he wore a blue pinstripe suit, a neatly folded white handkerchief in the breast pocket, and expensive horn-rimmed glasses. While he was almost as short as Freddy, he left quite the wake, bumping into chairs and dancing couples. He knocked a woman right out of her partner’s hands, and John – appearing behind – had to rescue him to escape a fight. John, then, with his monstrous, uniformed shoulders and broad hands pushed his younger brother, like a wheelbarrow, towards her table. Freddy always hoped that her brothers acted like this merely for her amusement, but she could never be sure.

‘What’s this surpr—?’ Freddy began.

John placed a finger on her lips and nodded behind them. She threw off his hand and looked around him.

‘He just dropped off his coat.’

‘Who?’

Eric and John slapped at each other, clearly in cahoots.

Freddy narrowed her eyes and searched the crowd. Two men shoving each other in the middle of the dance floor drew her gaze. The taller man, who shoved the hardest and swore at the other, straightened himself, brushed back his hair, and turned to look at her. She knew that face instantly.

‘Vernon?’

‘You’re blushing,’ John whispered into her ear.

‘No, I’m not.’

She was. And there was no way to unblush her cheeks, not with him stood in front of her, grinning down, tall enough to block out the light from the chandelier. She rose to meet him.

‘This can’t be little Winnie…?’ Vernon laughed, a deep rich sound, looking at her brothers in turn. The gleam of his white teeth was sharp, and she felt throttled in the bright blue of his eyes. He was tanned, noticeably; when his face relaxed, there were small white marks in the creases around his eyes. Days of foreign sun were baked into him and his lightly bronzed hair.

‘She goes by Freddy now,’ Eric said.

‘I’ve always gone by Freddy,’ she jumped in. ‘But you never listened to me when I told you.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Vernon said, playing offended, his ruse so good it made her uncomfortable. No man should be this fantastically at ease with people, she thought. ‘No, it can’t be. This is Winnie Vaux, the ten-year-old who came to her brother’s rugby matches and tried to join in?’ He stood back, crossed his arms, shook his head as though admiring newly acquired artwork. ‘I’ve never seen someone more beautiful. I thought the ATS was supposed to make all you girls look horrid and independent and with no need for us anymore? That when we came back you would be a pack of sexless beasts, mawing at each other?’

Even John looked to the ground with that one, and her father had washed his mouth out with soap more than a few times. Freddy looked around to see if anyone had heard – prude, prude, she kept telling herself.

‘Who said I ever needed you?’

‘Fred, no need to be rude! Verne arrived back in town yesterday, just in time,’ John said.

‘Where from?’ she asked.

‘Classified.’ Verne tapped a finger on the side of his nose. ‘Nothing to worry your pretty little head about.’

She wanted to swat him – that’s what she would have done to her brothers, but she held back. Here he was: the only one who could threaten that strict code she had set for herself ever since Carrie. How could she be a prude with a man like Vernon smiling down at her? She was angry at her cheeks for blushing, angry at her heart for beating. Stop it, she said to herself, as she often did when she was around him.

Granted, that was not often. He had been to boarding school with her brothers, and she had probably spent less than a few hours with him in her entire life. But she had dwelled on him for entire summers. The thought of them being together was so unrealistic, she lived on it – he could have anyone, so why would he have her? She became so infatuated with him that she would feel guilty for not thinking about Vernon every second of every day – correcting herself halfway through doing something important to remind herself that Vernon was what should be on her mind. Schoolgirl stuff that had lasted longer than she liked to admit.

When war broke out and the boys had been away at Oxford together, she had heard distant tales about Verne and his prowess in the Air Force, strapped fearlessly into Spitfires. Sometimes he had shot down ten Germans, sometimes fourteen. The numbers varied. But there were always some Germans shot down and it was always him who did the shooting.

She barely knew him at all, in truth. She wouldn’t be able to tell you whether he was the type of man to crush a spider with his bare hands or cup it gently in his palms and take it to the window. His eyes certainly gave nothing away – and his smile even less. Absence, she supposed, made the heart grow fonder and she was captivated by the possibility of knowing him, of becoming his. She suspected he was a man who thought in the conditional mood and she considered herself a woman who did the same thing. Both unable to kick their obsessions with potential. But she hesitated to look too closely at the cut of his jaw and the attractive way his uniform fell on his shoulders. It might draw her in. If he was a brute, she preferred it kept a mystery. There were too many brutes these days and she didn’t intend to fall for one – or anyone, she reminded herself.

‘Where are all your girlfriends, Winnie? I thought your service was like the Wrens. Are you all plaiting each other’s hair and gossiping about the lads in uniform?’

‘It’s Freddy.’

‘What did you even do anyway?’

‘She was driving the maimed around, weren’t you, Fred?’ Eric came to her rescue. ‘We were all very proud… after, of course, the initial shock.’

‘I don’t think Father spoke to her for several months.’

‘That being said…’ John began. ‘He doesn’t really speak much anymore, just sort of grunts.’

‘I don’t think he could handle a second disappointment,’ Eric mumbled to himself, pushing up his glasses. Freddy nudged him in camaraderie.

Eric’s mind worked in ways his body didn’t. He had spent half his childhood as an invalid, and now his bones were weak, he got out of breath walking upstairs, and his eyesight was poor. Poached midway through his mathematics degree, he had spent the war at Bletchley Park behind a desk, producing results that their father struggled to see. Unlike John, the brother who had created muscles and scars and anecdotes for enough campfires to light up the country.

‘No, but I’d like to know. Your ATS isn’t a real wing of the army, is it?’ Vernon continued. ‘It’s ceremonial. I heard that you don’t have to salute other officers and that you can’t fire the guns you’re trained to use. Like the Home Guard, blowing whistles when Granddad forgets to turn off his bedside lamp.’

‘Ceremonial?’ Freddy repeated.

‘Oh no.’

‘Here we go.’ From the brothers. She had a tendency – when she began – not to stop.

‘There’s nothing ceremonial about dying.’ She crossed her arms. ‘Believe me. Someone who trained with us got transferred to an anti-aircraft battery in Plymouth. Until then, I didn’t think there was anything funny about shrapnel, Vernon. But I discovered that there is. Do you know what it is?’ He shook his head, amused. ‘The funny thing about shrapnel is that it hits the men on the batteries but it hits the women too. Apparently, she ran back to snap off the searchlight, but the bombs were already falling. I heard she—’

‘That’s quite enough of that,’ John placed his hand on her shoulder. She shrugged it off, her heart rollicking in her ribcage. ‘It’s a party, we’re celebrating things going back to normal, back to how they were, alright? We’re here to have fun.’

Freddy’s mouth was pinched tight – probably in a way that was unattractive. Good, she thought again. Vernon was inspecting her. She inspected him back.

‘Seeing as your ladies-in-arms are nowhere to be found, then it’s only fair you have a dance with me.’ He held out his hand.

‘There is nothing I want less than to dance with you.’

‘That’s not very nice. Did they train all those manners out of you in your service?’

The fact that he continued to call it your service grated her.

‘Dancing was strictly forbidden, so I’m afraid I am out of practice.’

‘Then we shall have to put that right.’

‘No, Verne.’

‘Come on, don’t be difficult, Fred.’ John nudged her. ‘It’s fun.’

‘For who? Me? Or Verne?’

‘Look, how about a bet? A dare. And if I win, I can dance with you,’ Verne took off his jacket and draped it on the back of a chair. Freddy grinned.

‘Alright. Anything?’

‘You pick,’ Verne said.

The two brothers urged him not to – but he waved them off.

‘Did you drive here?’ she asked.

‘Yes, I picked up my car—’

‘And John, is your car—’

‘Yes, it’s outside.’

‘Then, a race. I bet I can drive faster than you.’

Verne spluttered a laugh, but he could see that she was serious.

‘Well, go on, then. John, give the lady your keys.’

The lengths she had to go to in order to prove she was not flirting with this man.





2. Lessons

It wasn’t the first time she was glad her father had taught her to drive. Not of his own free will, as the story went.

Rather, when she was five (or eight or ten, depending on her father’s mood that particular day of telling), she had clambered into the driver’s seat of his car and pressed the horn. When he asked her to get down from there, her response was to press the horn harder. She wouldn’t move until he agreed to drive with her around the estate, her small hands pattering on the leather wheel of his Austin Seven – the Baby Austin, as she came to call it.

It was the kindest thing she had seen him do. Closely followed by letting her drive around the grounds behind their farmhouse all alone, then on the country lanes with him, then – and only very occasionally – on the country lanes alone. Not to be forgotten was when he showed her how to fix up the engine of the Baby Austin, then gifted it to her on her sixteenth birthday. If she ever tried to thank him, he refused and – in denial or sudden amnesia – claimed that he had never done those things at all.

He was the owner of a no-longer-modestly-sized car manufacturer, so had plenty of old models lying around. That was his defence. He had to shop around, try out all the designs on the market to make his company’s the best. Besides, he was a motoring enthusiast, so who could blame him for wanting to hear those old engines roar, no matter who was behind the wheel. A respectable man does not teach his only daughter to drive, she had heard him say at dinners she was not invited to. Respectability is a waste of time, she had also heard – at dinners she was.

Another of his kindnesses was taking her away from the nuns. Sister Sophia had sent Freddy into the corridor so many times, she figured that she spent more time outside the classroom than in it. And what for? Grease on her clothes, dirt under her fingernails, a loud voice. Her father and mother were called in and asked if it was perhaps not sensible for Winifred to move to another educational establishment. Freddy pleaded. She was old enough; she could ditch educational establishments for good. Her mother protested, but her father agreed, which meant she was to finish her final years of schooling at home with a private tutor. Greek, Latin, the works, he said. And engineering, and maths, Freddy added. He had never said no.

It didn’t take long to realize why her mother had been so irritated by her removal from school. With her father’s business situated on the other side of Surrey, he spent his days out of the house – and her mother spent them bringing other men into it. She made no attempt to hide it, and continued as though Freddy wasn’t there. When the latest suitor would drive up to the house, and Freddy was in the garage tinkering with an engine, polishing the Baby Austin, she would meet her mother’s eyes over the bonnet. She never forgot their blue. Never asking for forgiveness – but rather for understanding. A compromise. Just let me have this, she seemed to say.

Freddy could never bring herself to say no. Something in those eyes held her back, and often she stood under the window, listening to her mother argue with these nameless suitors. She was brash with them, snappy. Horrid, almost. Anger bursting out of every pore of her thin, sharply pointed body.

Rarely did the same man visit twice. Freddy tried not to see them at all – that was the beauty of her Baby Austin. Whenever the talking stopped and something else began, she cranked the engine and positioned herself in the driver’s seat. She accelerated through the long tunnel of trees lining the drive, imagining herself crossing the wide and open plains of distant countries. On rainy days, she drove fast circuits of the nearby empty fields, trying not to let her wheels slip on the wet grass. It was best when she went fast enough that she could feel her heart dislodge and rattle around inside her ribcage.

And then there were the times when driving had saved not only her, but others as well. She was thirteen and hanging bunting to the outside of the house with her mother for some patriotic reason, Freddy supporting the ladder as her mother did the attaching. Back-beating sun scorched the drive. The little union jacks smacked and flapped in the breeze. She was in the midst of a bargain; help her mother with the decorations and then be released for the afternoon to her own devices (the Austin, which winked at her from the garage).

‘You really should go to the village and meet some girlfriends, Winifred.’

Without fail, her mother’s sentences contained should and were punctuated by drags from the Goldflake cigarette hanging on her bottom lip.

‘I don’t have any girlfriends.’ Freddy didn’t even like the word.

‘You should make some, then.’

‘But girls are dull and you don’t have any girlfriends, you don’t see anyone apart from—’ but she had stopped at her mother’s look.

‘That’s because, at my age, girlfriends are good for one thing – gossip.’ She ploughed onwards, ‘But when I was your age, I would have loved to be where you are, to have the upbringing you’ve had.’

‘When you were my age, you were where I am.’

The two couldn’t speak without descending into nonsensicality.

‘All I’m saying is that if I were young and with so many opportunities at my fingertips, I would take them. I would wear nicer clothes, because I could afford to,’ she looked down at Freddy’s grease-smeared pinafore, ‘I would meet girls and boys, I would socialize, I would focus on my studies, I would do it all differently.’

‘But—’

‘Oh, shut up,’ she snapped. Freddy could see her red-rimmed eyes. Her spiked nails fiddled with the bunting, and the two continued in silence. The sun burned down on them, and although she begged her mother to stop, to come inside, she continued. Her blonde hair had turned brown with sweat, and her housedress was soaked through. Freddy wanted to leave her, but someone had to support the ladder.

Perhaps she was distracted, or the sun seared off the top layer of her concentration, but the next thing she heard was a thud on her right – not clean, but flailing, as though several parts of the object had hit the ground at different moments. She turned and saw a lifeless puppet, stuffed limbs spread at wrong angles. But it was not a puppet. It was her mother.

Freddy stared at her for several seconds, stiff with confusion. She called for her in a wavering voice, but there was no answer – and then she started to move. Keeping the panic at bay, she ran into the house, picked up the phone and called for an ambulance.

‘There’s not one in that area at this moment,’ said the voice on the telephone. ‘We’ll dispatch an ambulance shortly. There’s a high demand because of the heat.’

‘Shortly?’ Freddy shouted into the receiver. ‘How shortly?’

‘Within the hour.’

The nearest hospital was only twenty minutes away.

‘What if I… what if I drive?’

‘How old are you, miss?’

‘I can drive, I can.’

‘Is there no one else at home who could drive you both?’

She slammed the phone back into the wall.

By the time she returned to the drive: blood. Spilling from her mother’s head. Freddy leaned down and heard short, resilient breaths. She placed her fingers to the neck and retracted them as soon as she found a pulse. She had never found her mother’s living so blatantly repulsive. The thought of dragging her to the Austin rose and floundered.

Instead, she left her mother there, whispering apologies, and ran across the drive to the garage. She placed her hand on the Austin’s door handle. The keys! She sprinted back inside. On her father’s desk. Ignition, gear. She manoeuvred it next to her mother’s body. Opened the back door. Panic gave way to focus. One long limb at a time, she folded her mother into the back of the car. Her mother’s eyes fluttered as she did so.

‘I can get you there, I can get you there,’ Freddy chanted. She sped forwards and through the gates, up the steep hill, along the familiar country lanes, onto the more unfamiliar Surrey roads that she was forbidden from driving on.

Perhaps her mother had suffered a heart attack. Perhaps it was the heat. Perhaps she simply fell. Perhaps you should focus on driving, her mind replied. She did. She drove through two crossroads. Horns blared, shouts flew, but Freddy dropped them all. That thrill in her heart – she scolded it, but it remained. She could drive faster than death. The grim reaper in a race car wouldn’t have a chance.

As her tyres screeched on the entranceway of the hospital, she threw open the back door. She yelled for help and it came. And the nurses marvelled at the steaming hunk of metal that had kept her mother in this life. A gurney wheeled up to the back door, and she helped to lever her onto it. She followed them inside and, despite everything else, she grinned when she saw it – when she saw her mother alive. And when she was told that a few minutes more and her heart would have given out. An ambulance would have been too late.

Later, when she went to see her mother propped up in the bed, there was a scowl on her face. She attributed it to the pain until—

‘You should be ashamed of yourself. Driving like that, a hooligan. It’s not becoming.’

‘Don’t you want to thank me? I saved your life.’

‘You shouldn’t be so conceited, Winifred. The doctors saved my life.’

She held her mother’s hand, nevertheless. Over the bedsheets.

Freddy believed she could drive faster than death until her mother’s heart gave out a year later. She had spent that year in curtained rooms. Headaches when I move, heartburn when I breathe – a constant refrain. Flies landed on her mother as though she was already dead. No more men came to visit. When she called for Freddy – which was rare – it was only to lob statements of disappointment. Sometimes these morphed into pieces of advice that someone might say to themselves in the mirror. Smile for them, dance with them, play by the rules of the game. But, as much as Freddy continued to believe, she could do nothing to outpace the slow lulling of her mother’s heart.

When she was gone, Freddy mourned strangely. Mourned what they never had, and what could now never be. The friendship that might have blossomed between them when Freddy was finally old enough to understand her. All those answers to questions about womanhood and relationships that she would never be able to ask. At the funeral, she cried the least of anyone – she had been mourning her mother’s absence her whole life.

Afterwards, she sat on a bench with her father. He watched John and Eric weeping at the grave like good sons. There was a lit cigarette in his hand, but he wasn’t smoking it.

‘I knew.’ He was staring at the ground.

‘About what?’ Freddy picked at her hem.

He looked askance at her.

‘I knew about the others. All of them.’

The final knocks of soil were falling on the coffin. There was nothing to say in response.

‘Did she tell you how we met?’

‘On a golf course.’

‘But did she tell you what she was doing on the golf course?’

‘Spectating, I suppose. You were the one playing in the tournament.’

‘She was playing, too. In fact, she could have won.’

‘I never saw her play.’

‘No, I bet you didn’t. She couldn’t bear anyone knowing she had tried and failed. She would rather not be known at all. She…’ He sighed. I’ve done it now, she could see him thinking. ‘There was one day left in the tournament, and she was due to win. Victory was almost certain. But that evening, when we were in the clubhouse and discussing the day, we were told that she had been disqualified, and that it was in fact a men’s tournament. No stipulation about it before, but the decision had been made. I went to comfort her and she latched on to me. She never let go. I don’t know how she was told, too harshly maybe, but she stopped playing. She was a fantastic golfer. She could hit a drive over three hundred yards.’

He shook his head. ‘But after that came this terrible anger that just swallowed her up. There’s no excuse for it, but it’s a reason for her hate, I suppose. Her only fun was degrading me, making me feel like a fool. It was only right that I let her.’

There were too many words to say and none to get out, so she watched the blackbirds fight. Her mind turned to the day she drove her mother to the hospital.

‘She never liked that I drove.’

‘I think she wanted to keep you from discovering a passion for it. Save you from the blunting.’

‘The blunting?’

‘That’s what she called it. The not-quite-making-it. She said it blunted her. And she was blunted and angry for too long afterwards.’

Freddy had never been sadder nor prouder to be compared to her mother.

‘She spent longer on this earth because of you, though. Never forget that. It was lucky then that I taught you to drive.’ He slapped his hands on his thighs and stood up. That was certainly enough sincerity for one day.

Freddy pressed the accelerator pedal once, twice, three times.

‘Please bring it back in one piece,’ John said, leaning in through the passenger window and shoving the old newspapers and cigarette packets on the seat into the glove box. He walked around the front of the car to Freddy’s window, reached across her and placed her hand on the gearstick. ‘Now this…’

‘I know what it is. I can drive anything.’ Freddy swatted his hand away. These were the sorts of phrases that she had once dreamed of saying, and that she had said when she flew to the recruitment office: I can drive anything. Ambulances, emergency vehicles, you name it, she told the man behind the desk just over a year ago. His eyes licked her all over. Age? he asked. She said eighteen, and he knew it was seventeen, but he didn’t care, because she had popped the top button of her blouse and neglected to wear her slip that day. She was desperate for a rematch with death. Who cared what it took.

Eric leaned in the other window.

‘Go easy on Verne, Fred. He’s not slept in a week.’

‘Neither have I,’ she said.

Vernon jabbed his horn several times. He had collected his car from around the corner and parked it in one of the two left lanes on Seven Sisters Road. John’s car, with Freddy inside, was in the other. Distant traffic lights rolled through their greens, ambers and reds – as they had continued to do throughout the Blitz – but the roads were free from traffic. Free from any cars at all, it seemed. Everyone who was still awake was on foot, either inside the clubs, singing on street corners or splashing around half-naked in city-centre fountains. No one would think of chasing Freddy and Vernon down for traffic offences or speeding, not on a night like tonight. Most people were off duty anyway (except for the fire service, who were having their busiest night of the war attending to bonfires all across London).

Somewhere irrelevant, a bell tolled midnight – but the night was nowhere near over. Howls rang from within the club, people thronging in the entrance lit with spangly yellow pinlights. No hint of sunrise yet either, and the dew that had turned the road into a long black slick of grease was nowhere near morning dew. After months of blackout, the authorities had switched the streetlights back on, flooding the city with light, but someone was clearly still looking for the switch that controlled this borough and most of the lamps remained off. Freddy leaned into the night’s sensation that everything was tipping. That smell of possibility – or perhaps it was just the smell of exhaust fumes as she revved the engine again.

‘You don’t need to do that!’ John snapped. ‘It’s already warm. It’s a warm night.’

‘I know it’s warm! I’m doing it for two reasons,’ she shouted over the noise. ‘One, I’m making sure the carburettor doesn’t choke on all that fuel. And two, because it shows Verne I mean business.’ Eric laughed somewhere in the background.

‘Be careful, please. The engine has been playing up.’

‘I can take a look at it for you, when—’

‘Just… be careful. Of yourself.’ Eric patted her forearm.

‘Yes, of course, of yourself.’ John coughed. Then leaned in further, whispering: ‘Go on, beat him. It will do him some good.’

He withdrew from the window to reveal Vernon, who shouted:

‘If there’s this much talking involved in racing cars, then it’s no wonder you girls are starting to get involved.’

Oh, she wanted to knead his face into the ground. That anger – she revved. She could outdrive death, she had outdriven death many times, and she could outdrive Verne.

‘All this for a dance, eh?’ Freddy shouted between the cars, over the engines. ‘You must have been pretty desperate out there in the service.’

John stood between them and recited the rules.

‘When I lower my arms, drive. The first to the Beaumont theatre and back wins. You know the Beaumont?’ Nods from both. ‘It’s half ruin, but the sign and green brick is still there. Capiche?’

John lifted his arms. Freddy bounced the accelerator pedal, the car in gear, brake still clenched tight. As his arms fell—

—she released it and pressed full on the accelerator.

And pushed it almost to the floor, but little power answered her foot and she began to drop back. Something was wrong, the carburettor choking on all that air, or else some piston misfiring and barring her from the higher speeds. She pictured the sleek body of the car, its nerves and organs and vessels all connected in one machine, and listened closely to identify the source of the grinding whine. The gearbox, it had to be. She skipped between gears, searching for the unharmed one, and found it – third, the highest. Her foot touched the floor again and the speed boosted. The rear of Verne’s car was not only in her sights, but she was all over it.

Climbing up beside him, she relished his glare. She passed him. Drunk men and women hooted from the pavements, cheering her on. Their faces wide with victory.

She preferred to take turns without her foot on the brake. Her hand yanked on the parking brake and the car skidded around – so quick that Verne was still driving in the opposite direction. She faced him head on, and quickly passed him. The car ate the road. A long snake of black tarmac gliding down its throat.

As she accelerated, she outdrove her rival, she outdrove her mother’s obscurity. Shops and restaurants and train stations – all closed – blurred and melted away. Instead, the plains opened on either side; she was in her Baby Austin again, trundling down to the hospital in second gear.

Eric waved in the distance. There was no one in the back of her car now. She was doing this for herself. She had never felt so free, pushing the edge of acceptable. Finding the place beyond, where it made no sense to fear. At high speed, a clarity came over her. She couldn’t see herself doing anything other than driving. If she couldn’t drive ambulances, then she would drive for sport. She would drive to win.

Her mind was so caught up in plotting her own story, she didn’t even hear the engine choke. With spluttering, the car spat to an undignified and smoking halt. She smacked on the dashboard, once, twice, three times. The finish line, where her brothers stood, was twenty metres ahead.

As Verne drove past, he looked back in the rear-view mirror – not even over his shoulder.





3. Honeymoon

Spring 1947

Freddy denied that she let Verne win all the way to the dance floor, then to the bedroom, then to the altar. Even into the bridal suite afterwards. Never once did she give in – and never once did he believe her. Tangled in sheets, almost restrained by them, her arms caught in cotton, Freddy told him again.

‘I swear it. The engine went kaput. I would never lose on purpose, not even for a dance with you. Are we going to argue this for our whole marriage?’

‘It can be our secret.’ He kissed her on the cheek, one of those hard ones that threatened not to end. ‘But just tell me, tell me that you wanted to dance with me. From the ring on your finger, it wouldn’t be difficult to believe.’

‘I didn’t.’

‘Then why not say anything to John and Eric? Both of them ridiculed you for the entire night. But you danced with me for three dances. The deal was only for one. I will never understand you,’ he said, in that way he said it – not affectionately, but with irritation, his brow crunched.

Freddy had no answer. That night, nearly two years ago now, had rattled in her mind ever since. She sometimes wondered what would have happened if she had won the race on Seven Sisters Road – whether she would have danced with him regardless. Whether she would have won and walked off into the night alone, somewhat empty other than the rush of the race bouncing around inside her. Whether she would have avoided this marriage, which felt like it was bookending her youth.

‘What are you thinking about?’ A question he asked regularly. With a prodding insistence, not curiosity – like a child too desperate to know why the sky is blue.

She wouldn’t tell him that she was thinking about the resident pit of dread in her stomach. She could point to it, lodged somewhere between the folds of her gut, lifting and falling with her diaphragm. And she wouldn’t tell him the real reason why she had twice rearranged the date of the wedding. The first time, it was due to a clash of dates. Eric was finally graduating and she demanded – despite her brother’s insistence to the contrary – that the entire family had to be there. But by the time the wedding was called off, the church that Verne had picked was booked up for the next five months. So, it would have to wait until the winter, and it would be a ceremony among dead leaves.

The second time, there had been a disaster with the wedding dress. It was ruined. Ruined was a generous way to put it – she had gone through her father’s liquor cabinet, spilling half of it on the dress, and then walked around neighbouring fields barefoot until the early hours of the morning. I refuse to get married in any dress other than that one. She played the difficult bride, and it worked. Anything for my darling, Verne said, and a month was required for the repair of the dress, a prolonged amount of time that had nothing to do with the pound notes that Freddy slipped the dressmaker under the till.

There was no chance she would tell him about what had happened at the door of the church either. In the photos, there was a wet patch on the lap of her skirt from where she sat and cried into the dress for ten minutes. The bridesmaids muttered at the entrance, none sure how to approach. One of them said: What’s the problem? I’ll marry him if she won’t. She’s craz y.

It was her father who found her curled in the grasses outside the church. He hadn’t entirely approved of the engagement, so he wore a tight smile when he placed a hand on her shoulder. No words exchanged between them and she could sense he was torn. Let his barely adult daughter marry her crush or suffer the town gossip if he allowed her to leave him at the altar. He looked at her deeply and she nodded. With that, she stood, brushed down her skirt and went into the church to say her vows.

When she had first sprung on her father that she was getting engaged to Vernon Dawson-Hayes at tea one afternoon, his first question was:

‘Who are his parents?’ He seemed shocked by his own question – a traditionalist despite himself.

‘You know, Dawson-Hayes,’ she said. She saw her father nod, catching the whiff of nobility. Lord Dawson’s oldest son. Lord Hayes’ only daughter. Both too in love with their links to the past to relinquish a letter of their names. Behind that whiff of nobility came the full reek of empire. A family of dashing sons raised to conquer overseas, gathering manly handfuls of land, stretches of property, in England and further afar. Awash with old money, their manor house was lined with portraits of men in military uniforms, thick strokes of oil paint texturing the moustaches that launched a thousand ships. Other than living off their extensive acres of land that stretched across half of Wales, their business was dogs. Verne’s parents spent their leisurely lives breeding champion pointers, training race-winning greyhounds and trading English setters.

‘If he won’t follow in his parents’ footsteps and take over the breeding or greyhound business, then I suppose he’ll manage the land,’ Freddy explained to her father. Even though he took every opportunity to label his parents’ canine passions frightfully dull, Verne had never expressed an interest in pursuing anything else. For now, he trailed his father around races and kennels in between visits to his various social clubs and the estates of fellow members of his graduating class. But he had studied Rural Economy at Oxford.

‘Does that mean he’s simple?’

‘No, actually. He’s very smart.’

‘Smart? At what?’

‘People.’

‘People?’

‘Will you stop repeating everything I say.’

‘But everything you’re saying is so ridiculous, I can’t help it. You’re talking about marriage, Winifred.’

‘When I say smart, I mean he’s very attentive and insightful. He can see what’s going on with you.’

‘A sensitive man?’

‘Don’t say sensitive like it’s a dirty word.’

‘Is it not?’

‘No. Besides, he’s not sensitive. He’s… perceptive. I like that.’

Freddy also liked how he made her feel like no one else ever had. She simply could not stop smiling, even when she was miles away from him. How did people do this? she wondered – just go about their lives, completely besotted. She had no girlfriends to ask this question, but the magazines told her that it must be love. She remembered what she cared about when she was with him and the answer was always, frustratingly, him. He had faults, his little quips and asides, but she deserved them, she told herself. She was a nuisance and he was a dream. And he was patient enough to love her whims and her standoffishness, and he didn’t even need to say it. She should be lucky, she supposed, that he had chosen her, when she had spent all those summers agonizing over the fact that he was too good for her.

After countless nights at dances and movies and restaurants, none particularly more special than another, he had leaned down and whispered into her ear that he wanted to marry her. To make you mine, was his exact phrasing. He’d already bought the ring, he added. She had crumpled her weight onto his chest as they continued swaying on the dance floor, thinking that she had finally found it – a third option between prude or pregnant that allowed her to be neither and both: married. It was a huge relief to get it over and done with. The marrying of someone was a tale she had been sold as long as she could remember. And now she had done it, and with someone that she could trust with her blushes. Someone who knew how to handle her. A mighty sense of achievement fell on her the evening he proposed. She had set herself free from something that could have taken quite a few years to sort out, and now all was clear ahead.

‘Anyway, he’s going to ask for your consent and you’re going to say yes,’ Freddy told her father.

‘Isn’t the groom meant to do this part?’

‘Yes, but I know you don’t like surprises.’

‘I don’t mind surprises, especially if there’s cake involved, but what I don’t like are men who are not good enough for my daughter.’

‘When he asks, you’ll say yes.’

No response.

‘Please?’

‘If you’re asking for my legal consent, then yes. But blessing? You won’t get that. I don’t want this on my hands if it goes south. My marriage was unhappy enough, and I don’t intend to get involved in another.’

‘Charming. But I think ours will end fine.’

‘Well, hopefully it won’t end at all.’

‘That’s not what I meant.’

‘But what are you going to do about your driving and all that?’ He waved a madeleine around in his hand.

‘That’s…’ she paused. ‘What are you talking about? Is this why you’re being funny about Verne?’

‘After the war ended, you came bounding in here saying that you were going to race cars. You’re still planning on pushing on with that, I suppose. What does he think about all of it?’

It was the first time this topic had surfaced in months, since things had become serious between her and Verne. Last time it came up, she had dismissed her proclamation as a moment of madness and her father had scolded her, saying: Don’t call it madness.

‘Well, we haven’t exactly discussed it.’

‘You should probably do that.’

‘Yes, thank you.’

‘You know, just in case he doesn’t like the idea of Mrs Dawson-Hayes in a helmet. Mrs Dawson-Hayes in a race paddock surrounded by men of all ilk. Europeans, Italians…’

‘Italians are Europeans.’

‘If you say so.’

She squinted at him. ‘The matter at hand.’

‘Go on with it, then. It’s not my business.’

‘That’s an approval?’

‘It’s not not one.’

‘For goodness’ sake,’ she sighed and stood up to leave. Stomped across the lawn. ‘I’ll be telling Verne that you were over the moon about it.’

In her bridal bed, she turned to her new husband.

‘I’m thinking about nothing.’ She smiled. ‘I’m happy.’

‘Yes?’

‘Yes.’

But he wouldn’t take that as an answer several weeks after returning from their honeymoon.

‘You’re moony,’ he said one afternoon, leaning over the arm of the sofa while she lay on it.

‘Is that a nice way of saying moody?’ He had a way with euphemism.

‘What are you thinking? And don’t say nothing. I’d hate to believe my wife was dumb.’ She put on a stiff smile. ‘You’re happy, yes?’ He clenched and unclenched her hands in his.

‘Of course. The honeymoon was… perfect.’

Perfect was one word for it. The entire week in northern France she had barely known what it felt like to walk into a room without him beside her, to walk unheld by his hand, to move unsupervised in bed. When Verne let her drive his new Rolls-Royce, a wedding gift from his father, along the coastal roads, he held onto the side and directed her how to change the gears. She let him, meekly.

If she could have chosen somewhere to honeymoon, it would have been further afield. You could practically see the English coast from their hotel room window. And he whisked her through museums and historical sites, assuring her it was all boring and she didn’t need to focus on anything but him, as if not wanting to make her too aware of the world that existed outside their marriage. Anything that didn’t involve him was deemed an unnecessary distraction.

The only place she stood her ground was, surprisingly to her, the bedroom. It was a place that had never featured in her childish fantasies – and yet she still found herself disappointed. Sex with Verne was a transactional, scheduled affair that she avoided for as long as she could and then always ended early once it started, every movement overshadowed by the fear of what came after. This was one of the only things her mother and her countless affairs had taught Freddy – how to be with a man, but not tied to him forever. Women can pull out too, her mother had once mumbled at the tail end of a conversation.

Her aversion to getting pregnant was no secret between her and Verne. In fact, she had mentioned it to him very early in their relationship – on that first night. After she lost the race on Victory Day, after she danced with him, and continued to dance, they wandered all the way to Oxford Street with the taste of alcohol still in their mouths, stopping only to kiss against lampposts. A grey sun tried to rise, and it was like the sky was hungover. Stragglers sprawled on benches. Trails of confetti and bunting laced across concrete, and silence: no motors, no planes, no marches. She had sat on a bench with his arm around her and said: I feel like I should tell you that I’m not sure I want children. He responded: Let’s not ruin the moment. She said: But I think it’s important. He closed his eyes and leaned his head so far back it almost fell between his shoulder blades. We’ll see. We can talk about this another time.
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