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Chapter 1


16th June 1950 Llanroth, Wales


Sometimes Mary couldn’t believe he was there. She would reach out and touch Peter just to reassure herself that after five years apart they were together again. He’d given up a lot to be with her.


‘You are happy?’ He slung his arm around her shoulder and pulled her closer.


The breeze ruffled their hair. The tide was on the turn and Mary watched the waves collide and dissolve. High above, gulls hung motionless, their cries lost in the air currents.


‘Mmm.’ Mary rested against him. The smell of the mown lawn on his skin mingled with the salty tang of spray blown off the sea and the faint smell of pipe tobacco. ‘You?’


‘Of course.’


She turned her head to look at him, brushed a few blades of grass from his cheek. In the four months since he’d found her he’d lost the gaunt pallor, the weariness, and gained a quiet contentment.


‘It is good, the two of us sitting here, alone,’ he said.


‘Tom won’t be long though, he’ll be back from Gwyneth’s soon. He said he was only just digging her vegetable plot over for planting tomorrow.’


‘I do not mean Tom. He is family.’


Mary allowed a beat to pass. ‘I know you didn’t, love. And I know what you really mean. But it’s not our problem. If people don’t like our being together that’s their lookout.’ She kissed him. His mouth was warm; the tip of his tongue traced the inside of her lips. Through the thin cotton of her dress she felt his hand cup her breast.


Smiling she drew back. ‘Tom?’ she murmured, her voice rueful.


They sat peacefully on the doorstep of the cottage, each savouring the other’s closeness.


Gradually the sun disappeared behind the cliffs. The trees became shifting silhouettes and the wind slapped the surface of the sea into rolling metallic arcs and carried the spray towards the cottage. Mary licked her lips, tasted the salt.


‘It’s getting chilly.’ She shivered.


Peter stood, reached down and lifted her to her feet, holding her to him. ‘Ich liebe dich, my Mary.’


‘And I love you.’


A few moments passed before she forced herself to stand back and, giving him a quick kiss, take in a long breath. ‘Now,’ she said, ‘I’m late sorting tea out. If you put those things away, I’ll go and give that batter a whisk. I’m making Spam fritters to go with that mash from last night.’


She stood on the top step watching him walk down the gravel path to where he’d left the lawnmower and then glanced towards the cottage next door. Although it was only just dusk the window in Gwyneth Griffith’s parlour suddenly lit up and the oblong pattern spilled across the garden. Tom emerged out of the shadows swinging a spade in his hand and turned onto the lane. Mary waved to him and he waggled the spade in acknowledgement. ‘Tom’s coming now,’ she called out to Peter. ‘I’ll stick the kettle on. He’ll want a brew before he eats.’


The van came from nowhere, a flash of white. Mary saw it veer to the right towards Tom. Hurtling close to the side of the lane, it drove along the grass verge, smashing against the overhanging branches of the blackthorn. Caught in the headlights, her brother had no time and nowhere to go. Frozen, Mary watched as he was flung into the air. She heard the squeal of the engine and the heavy thud of his body on the bonnet of the van. The spade clattered along the tarmac. Peter threw open the gate and was running before she could move.


‘Tom,’ she heard him yell. Somewhere, someone was screaming. She was screaming.


The van had gone.


Stumbling towards the inert body of her brother, she passed one of his wellington boots. Looking up she saw the other incongruously dangling from a branch. There was a crunch under her shoe and she bent down to pick up Tom’s spectacles. One lens was shattered and it fell from the frame as she held it to her breast. She didn’t feel the glass cut into her fingers. The van’s engine faded into nothing. The only noise was the awful sound of Tom’s guttural breathing. Peter gently turned him over, cradling his head.


Trembling Mary dropped to her knees. Tom’s eyes were closed, his face a blank mask.


‘Help him, Peter.’ Mary forced the words past the hard lump in her throat, all her nursing training deserting her. ‘Help him. Please…’


Tom took a long shuddering breath.


In the fading light Mary watched the dark pool of blood spread.




Chapter 2


Ashford, North of England


‘You think all you need to do is flutter your eyelashes and Ted will let you do anything. Well, let me tell you, my lady, one day, you’ll come unstuck.’ Hannah Booth narrowed her eyes as she glared at her daughter-in-law and took a long noisy slurp of tea.


Ellen chopped the onions with quick impatient cuts, willing herself not to react to the constant carping.


‘Leaving me to look after William and…’ Hannah wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘And the other one.’


‘She’s called Linda. God above, can’t you even say her name? My – our daughter is called Linda. L-i-n-d-a.’ Ellen glared at Hannah.


There was a moment of apprehension on the older woman’s face before she spoke again, this time with triumph.


‘Don’t think I won’t tell him how long you were out this morning, doing the so-called shopping…’


‘What else do you think I was doing, Hannah?’ Ellen clenched her jaw. ‘I was in that queue outside the butcher’s over an hour.’ Her feet still tingled with pins and needles from standing so long.


‘And what did you bring home?’ Hannah pushed a fat forefinger at the small brown paper parcel on the kitchen table, the blood already seeping through. ‘Two ounces of lamb’s liver. Hardly enough for one.’


‘That one being you, of course.’


‘Well, why not? I need the iron, the doctor said.’ Hannah banged her mug of tea down on the table and crossed her arms across her large bosom.


‘Because it’s Ted’s money that bought it and it’s Ted that’ll be coming home from work hungry.’ It was an automatic response. But to be honest, the way Ellen was feeling about him these days, he could whistle for his tea. She was sick to death of him going on about how good his new shop assistant was. Anybody would think he fancied her.


A small chill settled in her stomach. She pushed it away, aware that Hannah was still watching her.


‘And you’ll cook it before you go off gallivanting, will you?’


‘It’s work. My singing … is my work.’ Ellen ground out the words as she threw the onions into the frying pan and gave then a stir.


Hannah snorted. ‘Work? Prancing about in front of some blokes with nothing better to do? In a frock that leaves nothing to the imagination?’


‘I sing in a respectable club.’


‘Huh!’


Ellen turned the gas off on the cooker. She couldn’t bear to be in the same room as the woman any longer. She washed her hands, getting as much lather as she could from the hard green bar of soap; she wasn’t leaving the house stinking of onions. ‘I’m going to get ready.’ Sod the liver. They could fight over who would have it when he came home. And his mother could cook it. It would make her get up off her fat backside. ‘I’m not having this argument again, Hannah.’


‘You’re not leaving before Ted gets home?’ It was as much a challenge as a question.


Ellen stopped on the first tread of the stairs, holding back the heavy green curtain. She didn’t turn around. ‘The kids are in bed if that’s what you’re worrying about.’


‘I’m not. I don’t mind looking out for William.’


‘There are two children up there.’ Ellen’s fingernails dug into her palm. ‘Are you saying you won’t look out for Linda? Should I tell Ted you said that?’ She spun around to face Hannah.


Hannah scowled. ‘I just said…’


‘Yes?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Good.’


When Ellen came back downstairs she wore the new black satin strapless dress her friend Edna had made for her in exchange for two summer frocks that were too big for her. She sat down carefully at the table; the dress was a little tight but looked all the better for that. There was a stony silence in the room. She defied her mother-in-law, setting out her make-up. Pulling the top off the small tube of red lipstick, she held up the thin Yardley compact and peered into the mirror.


‘I don’t know why you think you need all that slap.’ Hannah watched Ellen. ‘I never bothered much with tutty myself. Eddie didn’t like it. Very old-fashioned my hubby. And neither does my Ted. He says he likes a girl to be natural.’


Ellen pressed her lips together, moving them from side to side to even out the lipstick. ‘Does he? He’s never said anything like that to me. He always says I look beautiful.’ Her glance at Hannah was defiant.


‘Oh yes.’ Hannah pursed her mouth. Without her false teeth in, her top lip covered her nostrils when she sniffed. She didn’t take her eyes off the younger woman. ‘Natural’s best, I always think. Then there’s no nasty shock for the man in the marriage.’


No wonder Mr Booth had a heart attack when Ted was a kid then, Ellen thought, slowly pressing face powder on her forehead and studying her reflection in the mirror before closing it with a snap. She waited a moment before saying, ‘I’ve been asked to do a stint at the Astoria in Manchester next Friday as well.’


Hannah frowned. ‘What about Ted? Does he know?’


‘He won’t mind.’ He never minded what she did as long as she was happy. At least that’s what he said. Had he said it more often lately? Was that because he was working late more regularly? With her from next door. Ellen stopped that train of thought.


‘You going on the bus looking like that?’


‘No, I’m getting a lift from one of the band. Harry. He lives locally. He’ll bring me home as well.’ Put that in your pipe and smoke it, as Mam used to say, she thought. ‘Tell Ted, will you? Tell him I’ll see him about one o’clock.’ They’d have an hour then before he got up to go to the bakery. Time enough to show him what he’d been missing these last couple of weeks. She smiled to herself.


‘Right, I’m off.’ She pushed her feet into her silver peep-toed shoes and shrugged on her coat, adjusting the fake pearl earring that caught in the collar. She lifted one leg and then the other, looking over her shoulder, checking her seams were straight.


Just for mischief she said, ‘Wish me luck.’ She wouldn’t admit it but she was nervous. This was only the second time she’d sung at the Embassy Club in Bradlow and the last time it felt as though she was battling against the noise of the chatter around the bar; as though she was invisible.


As she walked down the hall she heard Hannah mutter, ‘Dressed up like a tart…’


Ellen slammed the front door and looked towards Shaw Road. A man walked by and wolf-whistled under his breath. She pulled her coat tighter and glared at him.


A black Ford Prefect pulled up at the end of the street. Harry. Ellen waved as the driver sounded his horn.


Avoiding the cracks in the pavement she teetered towards the car on her high heels. ‘I’m entitled to a life,’ she muttered, ‘miserable old cow.’




Chapter 3


‘What the fuck?’ Patrick lurched onto his back and lifted his head off the pillow. Downstairs the telephone shrilled out again. ‘What time is it?’


Jean pulled on the cord of the Lazy Betty and squinted at the alarm clock in the brightness of the light thrown out over the bed. ‘Twenty past twelve.’


Patrick sat up, buttoning his pyjama jacket and reaching for his dressing gown.


‘Who will it be?’ Jean said. It felt as though the pulse in her neck was choking her. Her first thought was of her mother. That was quickly rejected; her mother didn’t have a telephone.


‘How do I know?’ He sat on the edge of the bed, half turned away, half facing her. ‘I’m not a fucking clairvoyant.’


Jean lay back. Outside the night was still. The room held the quietness within its walls. She couldn’t even hear the normal hushed movements of her daughter deep in sleep in the next room. She got up and tiptoed across the landing. Jacqueline, undisturbed by the telephone, hadn’t moved. Jean stroked back the lock of hair that fell across her daughter’s face and gently tugged the covers higher.


The telephone rang again. She stopped at the top of the stairs, her hand clasping her throat, but couldn’t make out Patrick’s words. She went back to bed.


Eventually he slipped under the sheets, barely disturbing the eiderdown, and turned his back to her.


‘Who was it?’ Jean waited.


He didn’t answer.


She touched his shoulder, her skin prickling. ‘Patrick?’


When the sobs came, they were jagged; an explosion of grief. All she could do was to hold him, her cheek resting on his shoulder. Finally, when he turned, his face was white, his features rigid.


‘What is it? What’s happened?’


Patrick threw an arm across his face, covering his eyes against the light. His lips moved stiffly. ‘Tom’s dead.’ Slow tears trailed down the sides of his face.


Jean gasped. ‘What? How?’


‘Not now,’ he said.


‘How?’


‘No.’


She could hear the pain in his voice. ‘Patrick?’


‘No!’


He flung the covers back. She watched him leave the room, slamming the door behind him.


Almost immediately it re-opened. ‘Mum?’ Jacqueline was wide-eyed.


‘It’s okay, love.’ Jean lifted the corner of the bedclothes. ‘Get in.’ When Jacqueline snuggled alongside her, stretching her arm across the soft width of her stomach, Jean felt the rapid beat of her daughter’s heart. ‘It’s okay,’ she repeated, ‘nothing to be scared of.’


‘Dad was shouting.’


‘Well, nothing new there then, huh?’ Jean gave her a squeeze, trying to add humour into her voice. ‘You know what he’s like. Up and down like a yo-yo when something doesn’t suit. He’s just being silly.’


‘Why is he cross?’


Jean heard the fear in Jacqueline’s voice. ‘It’s nothing for you to worry about, honest, love. He’ll be fine again in the morning. Everything will be all right.’


But would it?


For the rest of the night Jean stared sightlessly up at the ceiling, not knowing what would face her in the morning. Patrick’s lifelong jealousy of his older brother and the hatred he’d shown Tom for his stand as a conscientious objector hadn’t grown any less over the last five years. She’d stopped asking him to go with her to see Tom and Mary in Wales. It only set him off on one of his tirades. And Mary seemed happy enough that he stayed away.


But what about Jacqueline? How would she tell her? She adored her uncle. He’d always made a fuss of her whenever they’d visited Wales. Would she even understand? The last one of the family to die was Patrick’s mother and Jacqueline hadn’t really known Winifred.


She made herself wait until seven o’clock before she went downstairs. Patrick was sitting in the kitchen staring at the empty grate and drinking whisky.


‘What happened to Tom?’


He shrugged. ‘Hit and run.’


‘Who rang?’


‘That bloody Kraut.’


‘Do they know who … ?’


‘Oh yeah,’ his tone was sarcastic, ‘that’s why it’s called a hit and run.’ He emptied the glass and slammed it down on the arm of the chair. ‘Course they don’t bloody know.’


‘There’s no need to be like that.’ Glancing at the almost empty bottle of whisky, Jean bit back a remark about his drinking. Instead, she said, ‘I don’t know how to tell Jacqueline.’


He whipped round to look at her. ‘Jacqueline? Why should you tell her?’


‘He was her uncle.’


‘Huh!’ Patrick shrugged. ‘She doesn’t need to know – not yet anyway.’ He shifted in his chair. ‘Get us a brew?’


‘She will need to know, Patrick.’


‘Why?’


‘Because we should go.’


‘Go where?’ This time he didn’t turn his head.


‘You know where. To see your Mary.’


‘Why?’


‘Why? Because your brother’s dead. Because she’s your sister. Because she’s my best friend. Because she needs us.’


‘She’s got that Kraut.’


‘And that’s what it’s all about, isn’t it? It doesn’t matter about Tom or Mary, or even your daughter…’ Jean kept her voice even. ‘I’m going. And I’m taking Jacqueline. You can please yourself.’




Chapter 4


Ellen sat on the chair by the side of the piano while the musicians packed their instruments and shuffled off the stage, untying their black dickie bows and undoing the top button of their shirts. Harry, the drummer, winked and grinned at her as he passed, his round face red and glistening with sweat.


‘See you in a bit. Going out for a bit of fresh air.’


Oh yeah, Ellen thought. She glanced down at the dance floor. The chubby girl who’d been eyeing him all night from the edge of the stage had disappeared. ‘Don’t forget I’ll need a lift home,’ she whispered, ‘and don’t have me hanging around outside on my own.’


High up on the ceiling the large crystal ball slowly turned round scattering small snowflake impressions over the crowd. The clock on the wall was wreathed in swirling blue cigarette smoke; the air reeked with the stench of nicotine and sweat. Ellen practised her breathing exercise, relaxing her throat ready to sing, and wished she hadn’t. She checked the time: eleven thirty. Another fifteen minutes and the club would close and the crowd ushered out.


Her palms were damp and she surreptitiously ran her hands down the side of her dress, leaving smudged marks. It was ruined anyway. The stupid saxophonist had spilt some beer on it coming back on stage after the interval. Besides, it was so tight it rubbed under her arms and around her waist whenever she moved. All she could think about was getting home and out of the bloody thing.


She stood and adjusted the microphone out of habit; it was set perfectly for her. She cleared her throat and switched it on, smiling at the depleted crowd of dancers. The chairs at the back of the Palais were full of boys and girls smooching but there were still some left on the dance floor.


‘I’d love to get you on a slow boat to China…’


The crowd began to move, a disjointed mass of huddled couples and girls swinging one another around.


Over by the bar a man jumped up on top of the counter.


Ellen faltered.


‘Some idiot wants a fight,’ the pianist called over his shoulder, ‘keep going.’


‘All by myself, alone.’


‘Come on,’ the man yelled, tearing off his shirt. ‘You want a fight? Well here I am. I’m ready.’


Ellen watched as he started jumping around on top of the bar and jabbing at the air like a boxer. There was raucous laughter and then someone grabbed his legs and he somersaulted out of sight onto the floor, amid cheers.


She raised her voice. ‘Get you and keep you in my arms evermore…’


At the back of the room another scuffle broke out. Ellen could see Eddie, the bouncer usually at the door to the foyer, coming towards the stage, struggling to keep hold of a smaller man who was determinedly fighting him off.


‘Leave all your lovelies weeping on the…’ Her voice trailed away. She dropped her arms to her side, fear tightening her throat. ‘Ted?’


He was still in his white overalls.


The pianist swivelled round to see what was happening. ‘Ellen?’


She took no notice of him. ‘Ted? What is it? The children?’


‘No.’ He held out his hand. Ellen looked around. The dancers were still, watching her in shared curiosity.


Bewildered, she let Ted lift her from the stage. ‘Tell me what’s wrong. Why are you here?’ She felt the sting of frightened tears.


‘Get her things,’ Ted said to the pianist. The man moved swiftly without questioning. ‘I’ll tell you outside, love.’ He covered her shoulders with her coat and kept his arm around her. ‘I’ve got the van. Come on, Ellen,’ he said when she hesitated. ‘Not here.’


‘What’s going on?’ The manager of the Palais came from his office and stood in their path as they crossed the dance floor. ‘You can’t leave yet, you haven’t finished your stint.’


‘Shift out of the way.’ Ted shouldered him aside.


Ellen registered the unusual aggression in her husband. She looked back at the manager.


‘Don’t bother coming back – you’re fired.’


Right at that moment she didn’t care. Something dreadful had happened and the sooner they were out of the place the sooner she’d find out.





‘Was it an accident? I don’t understand.’


‘I told you, love. Peter just said the driver didn’t stop. It sounds as if whoever it was panicked.’


‘I don’t understand,’ Ellen repeated.


‘Come and sit down.’


‘No, I can’t.’


Ted had almost carried Ellen into the house and now he held her close. She pushed back to look at him, bewildered. ‘What if it wasn’t an accident?’


‘It was,’ Ted insisted. ‘Why would it be anything else?’ He stroked her hair. ‘You know that’s a bad corner outside Mary’s house.’


‘Of course it’s possible it wasn’t an accident,’ Ted’s mother said. ‘You never know.’ Although it was almost one o’clock in the morning, way past the time she normally went to bed, Hannah was still up, sitting in her armchair. She pulled the cord of her maroon dressing gown tighter in a vain attempt to cover her nightdress and laced her fingers over her stomach. ‘Perhaps somebody didn’t like what … who … he was.’


‘Shut up.’ Ellen clenched her fists against Ted’s chest. One day she’d swing for this woman.


Ted spoke at the same time. ‘Yes, shut up, Mother. And go to bed, there’s no need for you to be here.’


‘Well!’ Hannah heaved herself out of the chair. ‘There was a time you’d never have spoken to me like that, Ted Booth.’


He didn’t answer her. He put his face close to Ellen’s. ‘Hush now, love. Try to calm down. We’ll speak to Mary tomorrow. Find out what happened. Peter didn’t say much when he rang the shop. He was upset and I think he had enough on his plate trying to look after Mary.’


‘She’ll be in such a state she won’t know what to do with herself. She adores Tom,’ Ellen sobbed. ‘We have to go to her. Now.’ She pulled at the lapels of his overalls to stress her words. ‘Now, Ted, right away. She’ll need us.’


Hannah stopped in her tracks at the bottom of the stairs. ‘You’ll take – the kids with you?’


‘Of course we bloody will.’ Ellen didn’t look at his mother. ‘I wouldn’t leave them with you. I wouldn’t leave a dog with you.’


‘Well, you’ve changed your tune. You’ve foisted her – them – on me often enough in the past.’


‘Mother!’ Ted roared. ‘Go, get out – go to bed.’


‘Well!’ Crimson with annoyance she jerked the curtain aside and hauled herself onto the first step.


They waited, listening to the creak of the stairs under her heavy tread before either spoke again.


‘We have to go to Mary, Ted.’ Ellen could hardly get the words out. She felt as though her chest was bursting.


‘We can’t.’


‘Tomorrow, in the morning then, as soon as it’s light.’


‘Now just a minute, love.’ Ted took her face between his hands. ‘Look at me.’


She stared at him.


‘There’s nothing we can do. It’s happened. And Mary’s got Peter to look after her. I think she’ll want to be left alone. At least for now.’


‘What are you talking about?’ Her eyes widened. ‘Of course we have to go. She’s my sister. He was my brother. I want to be with her.’ She couldn’t believe what he was saying. ‘I need to be with her.’


‘Not yet.’


‘Yes.’


‘No, love. When it’s the funeral.’


How could he be so cold, so practical? Ellen pushed him away, took a few steps backward until she walked into the table. She gripped the edges. ‘I can’t stay here. I can’t carry on as though nothing’s happened. We have to go.’


‘I can’t leave the shop just like that.’


‘Why not? You’ve got Archie. You’ve said he bakes as good as you.’ Her voice was shrill.


‘I can’t.’ Ted came towards her, holding out his hand.


She knocked it away from her. ‘Why?’ she demanded again. She moved, putting the table between them. She didn’t trust herself not to hit him.


‘There’s still the shop. I can’t ask him to do both. He can’t bake and serve – wouldn’t be fair to ask him. And Doreen doesn’t know all the ropes yet.’


‘She’s been working for you for months. If she doesn’t know how to serve by now you should sack her.’


‘No. I’m sorry, Ellen, I can’t leave the shop just like that.’


‘Then shut the bloody place.’ Why he was arguing about something so important to her? So awful?


And then she knew. It wasn’t the shop he didn’t want to leave. She put the flat of her hands on the table, held her breath, swallowed. For a long moment they watched one another.


‘Then I’ll go on my own.’




Chapter 5


‘Where’ve you been for the last two days?’ Nelly Shuttleworth hoisted the two heavy baskets of shopping onto the kitchen table and rubbed at the marks that the handles had left on her arms. Breathing deeply from her walk from the bus stop, she glanced through the back door where her son was slouched in a chair in the yard.


‘Why?’ George didn’t turn round. A swirl of cigarette smoke rose above his head.


‘Because I’m asking, that’s why.’ Nelly took out a long pin from the crumpled black felt hat, pulled it off with a sigh of relief and scratched her head. ‘You go off without a word for two days and don’t expect me to ask where you’ve been?’


‘Because it’s none of your business.’


‘My house, my business. So, where’ve you been?’ She unloaded brown paper bags of sugar and tea onto the table. Twisting the ends of the tissue paper wrapped around a large loaf, she put it into the white enamel bread bin in the pantry. Resting her hands on the stone slab she tried to catch her breath. The old corset she was wearing was now too small for her; she’d have to chuck it. ‘George?’


‘For Christ’s sake, I said – business!’


‘And I asked what sort.’ Nelly spoke sharply. ‘If you’re going to bring trouble to my door I need to know.’


‘Stop fucking nagging.’ George felt around on the flags by his feet, picked up a small stone and aimed it at a ginger tom that appeared on top of the yard wall. He missed but, frightened by the clatter against the bricks, the cat sprang onto the roof of next door’s lavatory. George grunted in satisfaction.


‘Watch your mouth.’ Nelly tipped potatoes, carrots and peas from the other basket into a big ceramic bowl. ‘And there’s no need to be cruel either.’


George stood and came to lean against the doorframe. ‘If anybody asks, I was here all the time.’


‘Who’ll ask?’


He lifted his shoulders. ‘Dunno. Anybody.’


‘And the truth?’


‘If you must know I was in Manchester with Harry Bradshaw.’


‘Up to no good, then.’ Nelly set her mouth in a grim line.


‘Just some old business I had to deal with.’


‘What old business?’ Why did she suddenly feel uneasy? She studied him. There was something in his eyes; a glittering excitement, a look of malicious triumph. Nelly wondered which poor sod had got on the wrong side of her son this time.


‘Nothing for you to bother your head about.’ George walked over to her, put his arm around her shoulder. ‘Nothing to bother about at all.’




Chapter 6


‘I wanted to be here. I couldn’t bear the thought of you on your own.’ Ellen spoke in shuddering breaths and clutched a sodden handkerchief. As soon as the children had gone to bed she’d burst into uncontrollable tears.


‘I’m not on my own, love, I’ve got Peter.’ Mary gave Ellen a wan smile. ‘Still you’re here now and I’m glad.’ Even as she spoke Mary wondered why she’d said it. It wasn’t true. She wanted only to be left alone to grieve.


Having Ellen and the children here meant she had to be strong. She’d realised that as soon as Ellen fell tearfully into her arms, leaving Peter to lift the children from the train. Her sister still assumed it was her right to be indulged and protected, Mary reflected with some bitterness, and that she would provide that comfort when all she wanted to do was to sleep to block out the awful images of Tom dying in the road.


Despite this, it hurt that Ted hadn’t come to Wales. He had been Tom’s best friend once. The least he could have done was brought Ellen and the children in his van, even if he had to go back to the shop. Stranger still, her sister hadn’t once mentioned her husband.


‘Where is Peter?’ Ellen wiped her eyes and hiccupped.


‘Next door. He went round to see if Gwyneth’s okay. She’s been in a right state since … since it happened. She was very fond of Tom, you know that.’ And getting Ellen’s hysterical telephone call in the middle of Saturday night hadn’t helped.


‘Did she see what happened?’


‘No.’


Ellen sighed. ‘I suppose that’s something, anyway. An old lady like that.’ She gulped.


‘Yes,’ Mary said softly, ‘it was horrible.’


‘Did you see the driver?’


‘No, just that the van was white with an orange oblong line along the side. It came from nowhere.’


They sat in silence. A car passed on the road outside. Listening to it Mary closed her eyes.


Ellen leant forward on the settee, crossing her arms over her waist and swaying back and forth. ‘I did love our Tom, Mary, you know that.’ It had to be the tenth time she’d said those words since she arrived. It was obvious Ellen expected some sort of reassurance. ‘I didn’t always understand him, you know, all that pacifist stuff during the war. I mean, I know he didn’t want to fight, he was so – gentle. But deliberately doing things so he kept going back into prison? Why did he do that?’


‘I’ve told you before. He believed war was wrong,’ Mary said calmly. ‘They kept trying to get him to go back to work in the Civil Service. He wouldn’t work for a Government which had taken the country to war.’


‘But it didn’t get him anywhere, did it?’ I mean, what did he achieve?’


‘Enough now, Ellen.’ Mary went over the sideboard, took two clean handkerchiefs from a drawer and gave one to Ellen. ‘Try not to cry any more, love, you’ll make yourself ill. How about going upstairs to see what the children are doing?’


‘I can’t.’ Ellen blew her nose. ‘I don’t want them to see me like this. Will you go instead?’


When Mary came back, Ellen was moving restlessly around the room fiddling with the curtains, straightening the horse brasses on the wall, running her hand over the long white crocheted mat on the sideboard where all the photographs were.


‘They’re asleep,’ Mary said. ‘Must be yesterday’s journey on the train.’


‘It took ages and it was hard work trying to manage both of them on my own.’ Ellen picked up a portrait of Tom and their mother standing arm in arm in the garden, both in wellingtons and overcoats. ‘When was this taken?’ She waved the frame in the air. ‘I’ve forgotten.’


‘Just after we got here. March, ’46.’ Mary watched the careless gesture and half lifted her hand, afraid Ellen would drop the photograph. It was the only one she had of the two of them together. ‘Why didn’t Ted bring you?’


‘He said he would have if I’d waited until he could sort something out with the shop. I can’t see why he couldn’t just shut it for a couple of days.’


‘So you’ve fallen out.’ It wasn’t the first time they’d quarrelled and Ellen had turned up on the doorstep.


Ellen shrugged, her apparent unconcern contradicted by the tears that trailed down her cheeks.


‘Do you want to talk about it?’


‘No.’


‘Okay. I’ll make a brew in a minute.’ Mary took the photograph from her, wiped the glass with the sleeve of her cardigan, and carefully put it back in its place. ‘It was freezing cold the day this was taken,’ she remembered. ‘But they insisted on getting the vegetable plot ready for planting. Mam went mad at first when I got the Kodak out and took this of them.’ She touched their faces. ‘We have to remember the good times, Ellen. Tom was a good brother. You don’t have to try to understand what he did, how he thought.’ She smiled. ‘I’ll always be grateful to him. If he hadn’t written that letter and left it with you, Peter would never have found me.’


‘It’s not every day an ex-POW knocks on your front door.’ Ellen gave her a tremulous smile.


‘And I’ll always be grateful you didn’t turn him away.’


‘Our Patrick was there, that day. Sometimes it seems he’s always at our house.’ Ellen spoke absently. She leant against the back of the settee and wiped her hands over her face. ‘I was scared to death. It could have caused right ructions. You know what a moody bugger he is at the best of times. Think how he’d have been if he’d seen him; just one mention of the war, Bevin Boys or the Germans sets him off again.’


‘Perhaps it will never be over for him.’ Mary bit her lip. They’d all grown up on the receiving end of their younger brother’s temper. ‘He put the telephone down when Peter first rang him to say what had happened. He had to try again.’


‘Typical!’ Ellen nodded. ‘Apparently, the other day a chap who lives on Church Road, an ex-POW from the Granville, asked him for a job on one of his market stalls. Ted said he thought Patrick was going to hit him.’


Mary flinched at the mention of the prisoner-of-war camp where she’d been a nurse and Peter a German detainee. An image of Frank Shuttleworth flashed through her mind. She forced it away. His face haunted her sleep. To hear the name of the camp spoken so casually made her stomach turn. Even though it was where she and Peter had first fallen in love, they didn’t talk about the Granville. As though each of them instinctively knew the distress it would cause. ‘Did he hit him?’


‘No, just gave him a pretty nasty mouthful from all accounts.’


‘If Patrick’s still hanging on to old resentments it’s his own doing. I don’t really care.’ She did, but she wouldn’t acknowledge the hurt. ‘I’ve spoken to Jean. She says he won’t be at the funeral but she will.’


‘That’s big of her. She’ll probably come swanning in trying to organise everything as usual.’


‘Stop it, Ellen.’


‘Well, she didn’t like Tom, not really.’


‘She’s my best friend. And she’s our sister-in-law as well. She should be here.’


‘So should Patrick.’


‘It’s his choice.’ Mary shrugged.


She studied Ellen for the first time since she’d arrived in Llamroth. The black sweater and A-line skirt revealed how thin she was, and her blonde hair, scraped back into a French pleat, emphasised the gauntness of her face and the dark shadows under her eyes. ‘You look awful.’


‘Thanks.’


A thought struck Mary. ‘Has Linda broken up from school for the summer holidays? Is it the end of term?’


‘No, it doesn’t matter if she misses a couple of weeks.’


A couple of weeks? It could be longer than that before the funeral. The police had told her there would have to be a coroner’s inquest first. Surely Ellen wouldn’t want to be away from home, from Ted, all that time? ‘You’ll have the truancy man coming to your door.’


‘Well, I’m not there, so there’s not much he can do, is there?’


There was something else the matter with Ellen. Mary could feel it in her bones. She gave a quivering sigh. ‘What’s wrong?’


Ellen glanced at her, incredulous. ‘Our brother’s just been killed, that’s what’s wrong.’ She looked quickly away.


‘You don’t need to tell me that,’ Mary flared. She’d lived with the images of Tom’s last moments for five days now: cradling his head in her lap in the middle of the road, knowing he was dead; Peter gently holding her back when the ambulance took him away, the screams she couldn’t stop; Tom’s blood saturating her skirt, dripping from the hem onto her legs.


‘You don’t need to tell me that,’ she repeated, more softly this time, seeing Ellen’s stricken face.




Chapter 7


Mary took the last peg from her apron pocket and fastened Linda’s skirt on the washing line.


Glancing up at the back bedroom window she saw the curtains were drawn. It was almost midday and Ellen was still sleeping. Peter had taken the children to the beach and silence hung over the house for the first time in two days; during the last hour she’d fluctuated between silent tears and unexpected anger.


‘Has the policeman gone?’ Gwyneth appeared at her back door. Her voice was husky and, unusually for her, her grey hair was uncombed and she was still in a flowery dressing gown. She looked as though she’d aged years in the last few days, her face pallid, her eyelids red and swollen.


‘About an hour and a half ago,’ Mary said. ‘Are you all right, love?’ She felt the burn of empathetic tears.


‘No.’ It was almost a whisper. Then Gwyneth straightened her shoulders and drew herself up to her full five foot. ‘What did he say … y plismon?’


‘He said, with no one else to see it…’ Watching her friend struggle to compose herself, Mary stumbled over the words. ‘As no one else saw what happened, we can’t prove Tom was killed on purpose.’


‘Peter didn’t see?’


Mary shook her head. ‘No, he only heard.’


‘But it was still a hit and run, Mary? They’re going to find who did it?’ Gwyneth’s question ended on a wobbly high note.


‘He said they will try.’ Mary let the angry tears spill out. ‘Oh Gwyneth, what am I going to do without Tom? What am I going to do?’


They stood looking at one another, helpless in their shared grief. Then the older woman made a small decisive nod of her head. ‘Have you time to come round, Mary?’ she said. ‘I’ve something to show you.’





Mary stared at the familiar writing, her lips moving as she read the letter again.





My dear Gwyneth,


I’ve wanted to write this for some weeks but have felt unable to. I want, no I need to tell you how much I loved your son.





‘Oh Tom,’ Mary murmured. She looked up at Gwyneth.


‘I know.’ The old woman put a trembling hand on Mary’s shoulder.





From the moment we met, Iori and I knew we would be friends, knew we would want to share our lives after this awful time was over.





‘It would have been so difficult for them, Gwyneth,’ Mary whispered. ‘They’d have been thrown in prison, hounded.’


A flash of dread shot through her. It would be like that for her and Peter. She was under no illusion about the bitter prejudice of some people. To them he would always be the enemy.


Sometimes we would talk into the early hours in our cell, about what we would do for work, where we would live. Iori wanted to go back to Llamroth. I didn’t mind as long as we were together. We both knew it wouldn’t be easy, that there could be problems but we didn’t care.





‘They would have done it too,’ Gwyneth said, reading the letter over Mary’s shoulder with her. ‘Iori was always determined as a boy.’


‘And Tom.’ Mary’s misery lessened for a moment. She felt the hint of a smile move her lips until she read Tom’s next words.





But I let him down Gwyneth. I didn’t save him. I couldn’t save him and I’m ashamed of that. And I will live with that all my life.





‘He must have written this sometime in March or April of ’45,’ Mary said slowly. ‘Before he was released from prison. He must have had it smuggled out. He took a big chance it wouldn’t be found.’


She reached up and covered Gwyneth’s hand with her own, remembering Tom’s homecoming.


As a nurse she’d seen many cases of shock but Tom was the worst she’d encountered. Perfunctorily released from Wormwood Scrubs, he’d arrived dirty, unkempt and withdrawn. For days he’d shambled around the house as though she and Mam weren’t even there. The only emotion he revealed was his loathing for Arthur Brown, the man their widowed mother had decided to marry.


Until the morning Gwyneth’s letter arrived offering them the cottage here to rent. He’d sat in silence after reading it, struggling to retain some control until, with great gasping sobs, his grief poured out. The life in Llamroth that he and Iori had planned would come true. But without Iori. And it was too much for Tom.


He’d clung to Mary, his anguish uncontrollable as he struggled to describe what had happened to Iori; the way seven of the prisoners had beaten his friend to the ground with fists and makeshift clubs, others blocking the doorway so he couldn’t get into the cell where Iori was trapped. Sobbing, he’d told Mary how he fought, punching, kicking and screaming, trying to climb over those who watched, cheering and laughing, urging the attackers to more violence.


Mary shuddered remembering his words.


‘I couldn’t get to him … I tried … I really tried … his face was unrecognisable … all smashed in.’


She’d never told Gwyneth. She never would. Reliving that moment was almost too much for Mary to bear.


But then she read the next few lines and her throat tightened. She swallowed against the loud pounding in her ears, struggling to breathe.





I should have protected him. I have sworn to myself that no one I love will ever, ever be hurt like that again. I will make sure of that.


I hope you can forgive me for not saving your son.


Tom Howarth





A cold sick feeling rippled through her body. There was a line in a letter she and Mam received from Tom at the time of Iori’s murder that had stayed with her over the years. I wanted to kill them when I saw what they were doing to Iori, he’d written. It had stuck in her mind because it was completely at odds with all her brother had believed in. A dreadful thought forced itself to the front of her mind. She squeezed her eyes tightly to get rid of it.


Carefully folding the letter again she stood up and enfolded Gwyneth in her arms. They rocked, gently crying. At last Mary kissed the older woman’s forehead. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered, ‘for reminding me of the time Tom was happiest.’


‘Even though he wrote it when he was in such pain?’ Gwyneth looked up at Mary. ‘Nid oedd unrhyw beth i’w faddau – there was nothing to forgive. Tom made my Iori content with himself for the first time ever. I will never forget how glad I was when they met. And when I realised they loved one another.’


‘I know.’


‘I can say it to you, Mary, can’t I?’


‘Yes.’ She patted Gwyneth’s hand. ‘Yes, you can, love.’


‘I do miss Tom. He was like another son to me. I wish him and Iori had had more time.’


‘I know,’ Mary sighed. ‘Thank you.’ They smiled at one another even as the tears still hovered.


There was the bang of a door and lots of chatter from next door.


‘That’ll get their mother up.’ Mary gave a small laugh.


‘Don’t let Ellen take advantage of you, cariad, you’re always too soft with her.’ Gwyneth stroked Mary’s cheek. ‘Take care of yourself – especially now.’


‘I’ve got Peter,’ Mary said.


‘Yes, he’s a good man. He’ll look after you. But, remember what I said, bach, she’ll let you run round after her, if she can.’


Mary gave Gwyneth another peck on the forehead. ‘I’ll remember.’


But it wasn’t Ellen on her mind when she stood outside the front door of the cottage. It was Tom – and the realisation that he’d been lying to her all these years.


…no one I love will ever, ever be hurt like that again. I will make sure of that.




Chapter 8


The sea was sluggish in the heat; ripples of quicksilver on the slight roll of water reflected the bright light of the sky. Linda, oblivious to the temperature, ran along the foamy edge joining sand and sea, yelping when she stood on one of the many pebbles scattered about and seared by the sun.


The sisters sat on the beach in identical poses, chins resting on knees, skirts and arms wrapped around legs.


Mary sighed. She needed to talk to Peter; to tell him everything. But how? Perhaps it would change his opinion of Tom. And she hated the thought of that.


‘You okay?’ Ellen took her eyes off her daughter to give a quick look at Mary.


‘Just tired.’


‘Me too.’


‘She’s enjoying herself,’ Mary said, watching Linda. It would do the little girl good to get some sea air. She looked too pale, too thin. ‘She’s all arms and legs, that one.’ She glanced down at the sleeping little boy on the blanket between them, his bottom in the air, his chubby fist tucked under his chin. ‘And he’s tired out as well.’ She forced a smile and shielded her eyes to look around. ‘I love it here. It’s gloriously peaceful, even with all the holiday-makers.’ She watched a family walk by, the mother carrying a picnic basket, the father laden with blankets and windbreaks, the three children swinging brightly coloured metal buckets and spades. A lump rose in her throat. ‘I thought we were settled for life here.’ She stopped.


‘Will you go back to Ashford?’


‘No. Oh no, take no notice of me.’ Too many bad memories. Mary picked up a shell and began to make a pattern in the sand. ‘It’s better for Peter here. I don’t think we’ll get as much trouble here as we would in Ashford. We haven’t so far, anyway.’ It suddenly occurred to her that things might be different – Tom not being with them anymore. She blinked hard. ‘Tom will be buried here. I couldn’t leave. I wouldn’t want to.’


And any trouble from anyone, she was more than a match for them. She’d grown up battling with the gossips tittle-tattling about her family. She set her mouth.


They sat for a while watching Linda eyeing up the children who had just arrived; sidling towards them as they began to build sandcastles.


‘Do you ever think back to when we were kids?’ Ellen turned her head so her cheek was against her knees.


‘Of course I do.’ Mary grimaced. ‘Constant rows, Mam trying to keep the peace, Dad roaring drunk every weekend, coming home ready to clout any of us who looked sideways at him, Patrick goading Tom all the time.’ She stopped talking but her thoughts continued: Tom taking me to the park out of the way, rowing to the middle of the lake there in one of the boats, resting the oars and letting us drift while I cried; making me laugh when the tears finally dried up.


He wasn’t here now to comfort her. He would never be here again.


I have sworn to myself that no one I love will ever, ever be hurt like that again. I will make sure of that.


Had Tom lied to stop her fears that the police might one day come after him? Or had he been frightened she would judge him? Surely not.


Her thoughts were disrupted by Ellen’s sudden peevish voice. ‘You and Tom were always close. I remember you gabbing away to him all the time.’


Even now, Ellen couldn’t help being jealous. Mary’s instant anger was quickly replaced by guilt. She and Tom were always close. Perhaps, without realising it, they had shut out Ellen when they were younger. Maybe that was why Patrick always resented Tom. She sighed. It was too late to think about that now.


Ellen bit at the skin at the side of her thumbnail. ‘I’ve always been left out – I’ve never had anybody in the family on my side.’ She frowned, a deep furrow between her eyebrows.


‘Never had anybody on your side?’ Mary closed her eyes. ‘Do you want me to list all the times you’ve shouted and I’ve come running? Even since we moved here? Every time you needed help?’


It was as though she hadn’t spoken.


‘Mam was too busy keeping the peace between everybody and Dad didn’t care.’


‘Look, Ellen, I’m struggling to get through what’s happening now, let alone what happened years ago. Why drag all that stuff up? You were Dad’s favourite, for God’s sake.’


‘Only on his terms. Only as long as I did what he told me to. Have you forgotten that time I had the chance to be in a show in London but he stopped it?’


‘I remember the screaming matches, the rows,’ Mary said wryly. ‘I don’t know how you managed to get away with half the things you said without being clouted.’


‘He stopped my one chance to make it big.’


‘Not this again.’ Mary rubbed the tips of her fingers over her forehead. ‘Your voice is still lovely, Ellen, you’re still young. There’s time for you to achieve anything you want to.’


‘Huh!’


‘Nobody stops you singing now.’ She was almost on the verge of asking Ellen to go home until the funeral. It was too hard. She didn’t want to sort out her sister’s problems anymore. ‘You know,’ she said, ‘it would be good if, for once, just the once, you stopped thinking about yourself and saw what was going on around you.’


Ellen inspected her thumb; it was bleeding slightly down the side of her nail where she’d chewed on it. She wiped it with her handkerchief. ‘I’m here, aren’t I? I came to be with you.’ She smoothed strands of her blonde hair off her face and refastened them. Next to them the baby squirmed onto his side, making small sucking noises.


All I want is a bit of peace and quiet, Mary thought. Fat chance of that. She shielded her eyes again and watched Linda, trying to ignore the heavy sighs from Ellen. But it was impossible. ‘All right,’ she said crossly, ‘what is it?’


Ellen sighed again. ‘If you must know, I’m going mad in that house. Ted’s mother drives me mad. You have no idea what a nasty cow she is and I don’t know how much more I can take.’


‘But you always got on.’ Mary knew Ellen had moaned through the years about her mother-in-law but she’d no idea things were that bad. ‘You were quick enough to move in with her five years ago.’ And leave me struggling with things at home, she thought.


‘That’s mean, our Mary.’ Ellen twisted around to look her. ‘You know it was because we thought Ted was dead, that he’d been killed in action. She begged me. She couldn’t bear being on her own.’


‘But when you got the telegram saying he was a POW, you could have come home then. I still needed help with Tom, with Mam, with trying to work and keep the house clean. I’d have welcomed you with open arms.’ Mary relaxed for a second. ‘Tom was overjoyed. They’d been such friends before the war. I’ve always thought hearing about Ted was the turning point for Tom getting better. I needed you at Henshaw Street. I was desperate for help.’


Ellen straightened her legs, wriggled her toes in the sand. ‘By the time Ted was due home, you were full of all your plans to come down here with Mam and Tom.’ Mary heard the antagonism. ‘You left the week he arrived.’


‘Only so you and he could move into number twenty-seven. I thought that’s what you wanted.’ Mary studied the pearly pink and silver on the curved inside of the shell. ‘I remember worrying about all the gossip you’d face, how you didn’t seem to care that everybody would say you were “living over the brush”.’


‘Says she who’d been having a secret affair with a POW in the Granville.’


Mary’s face flushed but she couldn’t help smiling. ‘Yes, well…’ She put a hand to her cheek. ‘You could have told me you’d got a special licence and were married.’


‘And spoil all the fun of the nosy parkers?’ Ellen lay back on the sand, arms folded under her head, gazing up at the sky. ‘Anyway my moving in then has nothing to do with what’s happening now. I’m at the end of my tether with the old cow.’


‘You’re more than a match for Hannah Booth, however crabby she is.’


‘I can’t do right for doing wrong.’


‘Since when?’


‘Since you and me brought Linda home from that foster place.’ There was a catch in her voice. ‘She’s never taken to her.’


‘Bringing Linda home was the right thing to do.’ In a sudden shift of mood, Mary felt a surge of anger at Ted’s mother. ‘Why haven’t you told me this before? It’s not like you not to shout it from the rooftops if something’s wrong.’


‘I thought I could stick it out.’ Ellen pulled a face.


‘And now you can’t?’


Ellen didn’t answer. ‘Remember going to the foster woman?’ she said instead. ‘The day we went to fetch Linda?’


‘You did the right thing getting her back.’ Mary gave Ellen a quick hug. ‘Always remember that, whatever Hannah Booth says.’ She would never forget the sight of Ellen carrying Linda out of that house in only a terry towelling nappy and a grubby red cardigan, so dirty it was almost impossible to tell what colour it actually was. But it was the child’s grey eyes that distressed Mary; the fear in them, the tears quivering on her long lashes, as though she was too frightened to let them fall. And she’d clung so tightly to Ellen they’d had difficulty tucking the blanket around her.


Mary had vowed then it didn’t matter who her father had been. She’d always be there for the little girl – and for Ellen.


Now she fought down a rising sense of dread. ‘Hannah doesn’t know who Linda’s father was, does she? You haven’t told her?’ If that got out, it could cause problems for them all.


‘No, of course I bloody haven’t,’ Ellen said. ‘I haven’t even told Ted. It’s enough for the old bag that Linda’s not Ted’s.’


‘What exactly does she say? Or do?’


‘Everything … nothing … not when Ted’s there anyway.’ Ellen paused, blinked hard a few times. ‘I can’t take any more.’


‘You need to explain properly to him.’


‘I can’t.’


‘Why?’


‘Just can’t.’


Mary waited.


‘You don’t resent Linda?’ Ellen searched Mary’s face, obviously looking for a reaction. ‘I know I hurt you but you’ve forgiven me? For what I did with Frank?’


‘Ellen, I love Linda. She was the best thing to come out of the whole mess.’


There had been so many times over the last five years when she’d thought Linda was the nearest she’d ever have to a daughter. She loved both of her nieces but Linda had a special place in her heart. In the few months since Peter had come back to her, she’d allowed herself to hope that one day the two of them would have a family of their own; to acknowledge her yearning to hold her own child in her arms.


‘Frank was your boyfriend and I was stupid enough to think he fancied me. Not just using me to get back at you.’


‘It’s all in the past. I’ve told you that often enough.’ Mary turned her face away. She tucked her hands under her armpits. ‘Frank was a bully, worse than a bully, you know that.’ She hated the sound of his name in her head but she couldn’t get rid of it. Frank Shuttleworth, the man she once thought she loved. The man who’d raped her, one cold wet morning on the canal path. Who’d died, drowned in the canal. Murdered, she was sure now, by Tom, her brother.


The self-loathing and the memory of scrubbing her body until her skin was sore for months afterwards all at once returned in a rush of bile in Mary’s mouth. She swallowed, screwing up her face against the sourness.


She waited until the taste and the memories subsided, the silence heavy between them.


When she turned towards Ellen, the afternoon sun was full on her face and, for the first time, Mary noticed the habitual downward pull of lines around her sister’s mouth. She’s not been really happy for a long time, she thought, pushing away the images that haunted her almost every day. ‘So,’ she said, changing the subject, ‘what are you going to do about Hannah?’


‘I just wish I’d been strong enough to say no to Ted when he asked if she could come to live with us.’


‘I still don’t know why you didn’t.’


‘It’s complicated. And Ted loves Linda so much. He idolises her. I thought I owed it to him to try to get on with his mother.’ Ellen scrunched herself into a tight ball, pulling her knees to her chest. ‘But she’s such bloody hard work. I knew, once she got her feet under the table, I knew she was there to stay. And she’s made sure of that.’


Ellen stood up, brushing the sand from her blouse. She looked down at Mary, her dark blue eyes brimming with tears.


‘How, Ellen? Whatever she says or does, you need to tell Ted.’


‘I can’t. I don’t think he wants to know.’


‘Rubbish. Ted wouldn’t want you to be so unhappy. He’s a good kind man.’
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